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Chapter One
Inverlochy, Scotland–1265
“ANOTHER?” GORDON MARSANTA, the dry goods merchant, raised a wine bottle, eager to pour. “Only the best to seal our bargain.”
“My thanks. The next time perhaps. I must get to the docks before the ship sails.” Wesley Mills put down his half-empty glass, said his good-byes, and left the shop.
Best wine? He worked his tongue against the roof of his mouth to rid it of the vinegary taste. He did all he could when he sipped the vile liquid not to spit it out.
Wesley closed Marsanta’s door behind him. He stood at this same place with his father three years ago, pleased with their visit. At last he was taking action to fulfill his father’s last request. Sometimes, when he allowed his mind to wander he saw his father lying in bed unable to speak, begging him with his eyes. The numbness had passed, but the pain would strike him from out of nowhere. Nobody as good as his father could simply fade away, no longer exist. His father was waiting, watching. Wesley could feel it.
He took a deep breath to tamp down the overwhelming grief that started to rise in his chest and stared at the crowd of people. They flowed down the narrow lane like the River Lochy rushed along on its way to Loch Linnhe. The mood of the people swirled in unseen currents as they hurried along. Where had all these people come from?
He met with Marsanta at day-break in order to complete his business in time to sail on the morning tide. It was still early yet the footpaths teemed with people when it should have been empty. Advancing into the horde, the crush made it difficult for him to move. He swore he retreated one step for every three he took forward. He bumped into people and got his toes treaded on as he navigated through the throng and tried his best to hurry toward the docks.
When he left the ship earlier in the morning with the bolts of silk tucked under his arm, the blackness of his surroundings had been absolute. Little by little, the outlines of houses and market stalls emerged as the dark sky softened to blue and a pink blush stained the clouds.
He hurried through the market-place on his way to his appointment without having eaten. The aroma of fresh bread that rode on the morning air made his mouth water and his stomach growl. Swiveling his head, he caught sight of a woman arranging a basket of baked goods in her stall. There was no time to stop. The transaction had to be finished quickly before the ship sailed. He made a mental note to purchase the bread on his way back to the ship and enjoy the pastry with some morning ale.
Wesley spent a healthy part of the morning, much longer than he anticipated, with the merchant. The man drove a hard bargain, demanding the silk for a fraction of its value. He had held his ground.
The quality of the material was not in question. The price was a bit high, but Wesley had taken all the risks on the Silk Road and waters of the Hebrides where pirates relieved merchants of their goods without payment.
For Marsanta, verbal sparring with Wesley was a game he enjoyed. Sometimes Wesley let him win, but not today. He hefted the bag of coins tied to his waist. In the end, he got his price.
The bruising wind battered him as he made his way down the lane. He glanced at the sky. The weather had deteriorated. The soft blue of dawn was now gray and darkened by the minute. A line of ominous black clouds streaked the horizon, replacing the morning’s billowy white ones. Tension and anxiety filled the marketplace as the tumult of people scurried around in a mad rush to complete their purchases and return indoors before the skies opened.
He licked his lips, eager to taste the fresh bread as he headed for the baker’s stall. He needed something to help rid him of the taste in his mouth.
Gusts of wind raced down the streets. Merchants used stones and anything at hand to anchor their wares to the tables to prevent them from blowing away. He hurried past booths that were cleared and closed and came to an abrupt halt in front of the baker’s stall. Nothing. His mood fell faster than a loaf of bread taken from the oven too soon. Had the baker sold all his bread? His head snapped to the right in the direction of the bakery. Or did he fear the bad weather? Perhaps the goods were inside. He moved down the lane. In the distance, a river of people moved in the same direction, toward the bakery where a young boy hurried out clutching his prize.
He slipped into the front of the line.
“Where does he think he’s going?” Shoved from behind, Wesley straightened to his full height and looked down his nose at the villager. The complainer shrank back a step and examined the ground.
Intimidation, a tactic he’d learned training to fight with his bare hands, served him well at court, in the King’s service, at other times, and apparently, now.
“We’ve all waited in line.” A woman with a red scarf tapped her foot and shot him a cold stare. “Wait your turn like the rest of us.”
He said nothing as he stepped to the baker’s table. He shifted from one foot to the other as he waited for the old woman in front of him to arrange the three breads she bought in the basket and finally left.
“One loaf of bread.” He slapped his coin on the table.
The baker gave him an evil look while he swiped the coins from the counter, and his wife gave Wesley a loaf of bread.
He let out a breath and glanced at the line behind him. Fifteen people filled the small area. Some avoided looking at him, tapped their foot, kept looking out the door and still others gave him a tight-lipped smile. All they wanted was their bread so they could get wherever they needed to go before it rained.
Wesley took more coins out of his pouch and gave them to the baker’s wife.
“What’s this for?” she asked as she examined him then the coins. The people around him quieted and listened.
“This should be enough to pay for everyone’s bread. It’s my way of thanking them for letting me come to the front of the line.”
The woman in the red scarf stared at him then at those around her. Whispers rushed up the line like a fast moving storm.
With a tip of his hat to the baker’s wife and a respectful grin to the woman behind him, he made his way out of the bakery the beneficiary of smiles and blessings.
He stepped into the intersection of two lanes amid a flurry of people and wagons. The wind whipped around the buildings. A lost child wailed for his mother and shopkeepers shouted offers at the top of their lungs, trying to sell the last of their goods.
Urgency won out over politeness as people hurried along, bumped into each other, and stepped on toes without any sign of remorse.
Villagers gave a wide berth to a young boy, the same one he saw rushing out of the bakery. The child was trying to tug a loaf of bread from a growling dog. The animal was obstinate and refused to let go. Wesley stepped around the scene as the animal fiercely shook his head, snapped his prize out of the child’s hands and sent him backward.
Wesley caught the lad before he tumbled in front of an oncoming wagon.
“Are you hurt?” Wesley asked, setting him upright.
The lad searched up the lane, his face a mass of tears, a small piece of bread clutched in his fist.
He didn’t have time for this. But his heart went out to the lad with a gaunt face and scrawny arms.
“No use going after the dog. He’s eaten your bread by now.”
The boy looked at him with sorrowful eyes.
Wesley went to his pouch to take out a coin, then decided against it. The child would never get through the baker’s line.
“Here, I have an extra loaf.” He handed the bread to him.
“Sir? I don’t—”
“Don’t lose this one.”
The youngster clutched the bread close to his chest and looked up at Wesley, his eyes full of gratitude.
“Many thanks, sir.” The lad’s face lit in a smile.
“Now off with you,” Wesley nudged him on.
The boy hesitated a heartbeat then hurried off.
Wesley’s stomach snarled and growled. He licked his lips then shoved his hands in his pockets and continued on to the dock.
He kept his eyes on the distant housetops searching for the mast with the blue flag. The mast should be visible from here. Still looking up, he turned the corner and slammed into a gentleman, sending the man’s hat flying.
“Whoa, Wesley. Why the hurry?” Graeme Maxwell, a ship-owner and head of the Ellenbeich Merchant Association, stood in front of him. Startled, Wesley picked up the older man’s hat, brushed it off, and handed it to him.
“Sorry, Maxwell. I’m on my way to the dock. My silks are aboard the Trade Winds.”
Maxwell gave him a pitiful look and laid his hand on his shoulder. “There’s no need to rush. She already sailed.”
He glanced toward the harbor and checked again. Surely Maxwell was wrong. He controlled the epithet that formed behind his teeth and raised his arm toward the waterfront.
“My silks.” His arm fell to his side. He gave his thigh a hard slap. “I stowed them on board this morning. How will I get to Dublin now?” He ran his hand through his hair.
“You’re in luck. I brought my new ship, the Sea Diamond, to the Hebrides from my European route. The Trade Winds’ Captain Hawker challenged my Captain Richards. He was adamant that his birlinn ship could beat my cog to Ellenbeich. We’ve given Hawker a head start. Come with me. Richards and I would be happy for you to join us.”
“I don’t know how to thank you.”
“After you are reunited with your cargo in Ellenbeich we can all celebrate our victory while you wait for a ship to Dublin.”
“Here, let me pay for my passage,” Wesley began to reach for his money pouch, but thought better of it. He pulled a large green gem from his pocket placing the jewel in Maxwell’s hand. Maxwell dealt in gems and would find this more appealing.
“The gem is beautiful.” Maxwell held it to the light and studied the stone then gave it back to him. “Put your treasure away. I won’t take advantage of you, down on your luck having missed your ship. I know the tight margins of trade.”
“You are the gem expert. Did I strike a poor deal for this?”
“Strike a deal? Is that how you came to own this gem? Or were you trying to keep it? You’re bruised and cut.” Maxwell stared at the discoloration on his face.
As a boy, Wesley was bullied and never was any good at fighting, but in the King’s service he quickly understood that fighting was a path to survival. He learned that lesson two years ago.
“Your money or your life.” Two thieves demanded.
“I have nothing of value.” Wesley pulled his pockets inside out to show them he had nothing.
The bigger of the two came at him. He pushed the man’s hands away, turning him to the side. Wesley grabbed his opportunity. He bent low, his shoulders into the man’s hip and wrapped his arms above his knees and pulled him down.
The other thief pulled him up by his collar and pinned his arms behind him.
The big man swung and hit him in his stomach. He bent over but didn’t go far. The man holding him pulled his arms back further. Dazed, his head came up in time to see a fist aimed at him.
“This is too easy.” The thief pulled back his arm for another blow, a wide grin on his face.
“Then let me make it more difficult.” The man spun around and was caught in the jaw by a right cross, then fell to the ground unconscious.
“Now, now, we was just having fun with our friend,” the thief said.
Through swollen eyes that could hardly see, Wesley saw his protector approach, his glare focused on the man holding him.
The thief pushed him toward the man and fled. The Viking lord, to whom he had sold three bolts of silk, caught him. “You don’t look too bad. Come, we’ll get that swelling down.”
“You have my thanks,” Wesley said.
“You need to learn a thing or two about defending yourself, my friend. Consider this your first lesson, one on what not to do. We’ll start the rest of your instructions tomorrow.”
The memory faded. Wesley touched his bruised chin. He was still taking lessons from the Viking.
“You found me out, Maxwell” Wesley jested. “I train with a friend whenever our paths cross, but I assure you he looks no better.”
“Maybe I should hire someone to teach me. Trading is becoming a dangerous livelihood. Pirates roam the waters seeking easy prey. But enough about somber things, you asked if the stone is valuable. It is. Let me know if you’d like to sell it. I’m sure we can agree on a price.”
Maxwell’s confirmation to its value satisfied him, although he was surprised the man didn’t take the stone for passage.
“I saw your Sea Diamond at the dock. She’s impressive, but a cog design is big, not as sleek or fast as the lighter birlinn design of the Trade Winds. Some would say without any oarsmen and only wind for power, you are at a disadvantage.”
Many along the shipping route were aware Maxwell was bringing his new ship to the Hebrides. None of the traders suspected a cog design. It was a radical change from the birlinn design used in these waters, and an expense. He glanced at the man from the corner of his eye.
“Do you really believe that? You’ve captained ships similar to the Sea Diamond in the Mediterranean. You must know the cog is more maneuverable. Their sail can be moved to catch the wind no matter the direction. The stationary sail on the birlinn can’t do that. The cog’s deep hull can carry more cargo for trading, and soldiers for fighting. I had fore and aft-castles constructed for protection and comfort. But you can see that for yourself. Come, we must hurry. I don’t want to give Hawker any more of an advantage than I already have. We can discuss the merits of the ship once we’re on board.”
Maxwell didn’t give him a choice, just pulled him along at a quick pace toward the dock. But few did something without taking payment or without a reason, Maxwell included. That all remained to be seen.

A PRIVATEER FOR the English King out of the Cinque Ports in the south of England, his actions lined the King’s pockets and made Wesley a wealthy man. He piloted many cogs in Europe and had a lot of experience with a ship like this. The lessons he learned on the sea served him well.
Now, Wesley walked the deck of the Sea Diamond, a cross between a merchant ship and a man-of-war. The improvements were impressive. It would take Maxwell’s crew some time to learn the ship if they didn’t lose it to the pirates.
The Sea Diamond had fortifications in the bow and stern. Built above the gunwales, the small castle had arrow slits in the walls. He nodded his approval at the protection they gave archers as they rained arrows down on the enemy from their position. If the ship was boarded, the fortifications would be powerful strongholds, very difficult to breach. Under the one at the bow was an open storage area, but there were closed cabins under the fortress at the stern of the boat.
The Sea Diamond had the usual main square sail and a triangular lateen sail as well. The lateen was angled to extend far above the square sail and down nearly to the deck. The free end of the sheet secured near the stern. With an adjustment, this sail captured the wind no matter what direction it came.
He inhaled the salty air and took a position at the starboard rail. With the mainsail full, the ship raced on. He let his mind wander and soaked in the view. It was good to be on Loch Linnhe after being away. His father would have approved.
The trip half-over, he glanced toward the stern and the darkening clouds that followed them. They appeared to be catching up. His mind worked to determine how to manage the sails and the tiller in a hard blow. Even after all these years, he remembered the loch, the shallow and the deep parts. In a pending storm sailing the ship would be a challenge, but one he could manage.
Maxwell came up beside him, rested his forearms on the rail, and stared at Lismore Isle in the distance. “What do you think of my ship? I want to convince others in the Association to invest in ships like this so we can all thrive.”
“The Sea Diamond is a beauty and well deserves her name.”
“The improvements are an expense. Over the last few years, pirates have hampered merchant shipping. Many owners either abandoned these waters for less troublesome trade routes or took their trade by land. They could not afford the pirate attacks, cargo losses, or worse, confiscated ships.”
“I understand your passion. I support your cause, but I’ll let men like you stand against the pirates. My business is in Europe. I’m here to deliver silk to the Isle of Skye and Dublin. If I hadn’t been so eager to sell two extra bolts in Inverlochy, I would be on the Trade Winds right now.”
“Ship off the larboard bow,” a sailor atop the mast shouted.
He and Maxwell glanced up at the sailor to see where he pointed. Wesley hurried to the larboard side, Maxwell one step behind him.
At the call, crewmen ran up the ratlines making their way halfway up the mast.
He strained with the rest of the men to make out what ship was near, but Shuna Island, one of the many Hebrides, blocked their line of sight. The Sea Diamond kept moving and as it passed the outermost point of the island, the other ship came into view. It, too, ran with the wind.
“She’s a birlinn by design. She doesn’t fly any colors,” the barrel man called down.
“I can’t make out the ship’s name. Do you think she’s the Trade Winds?” one of the men asked.
“Hawker wouldn’t stop here. He’d be rushing to Ellenbeich to win the bet,” Wesley said. He turned to Maxwell. The man’s concerned gaze riveted on the birlinn.
“Men,” Richards boomed. Maxwell and Wesley turned with the rest of the crew toward the captain. “We must keep our course and the sail full. Take your positions and stay alert.”
“Captain, Wesley, come with me,” Maxwell said. “I want to discuss our options.” The men made their way across the deck to the cabins in the stern. They entered a narrow passageway and went into the center cabin. Maxwell lit the lantern on the desk, sending light everywhere.
Wesley could only stare. He’d examined the forecastle on the bow of the ship with Captain Richards, but with Maxwell in his quarters, he hadn’t examined the structure at the stern. He’d assumed the fore and aft structures were similar windowless rooms with only arrow slits in the walls.
This room appeared oddly out of place, more suited for an estate house than a cabin in a merchant ship. Dark polished wood covered the walls. A series of bookcases made up one wall and held rolls of parchments. Maps, he assumed. A case on one side held three carved ivory elephants in a variety of sizes, a picture with oriental characters, a warrior’s ax, and a long jeweled knife. As a well-traveled merchant, Wesley met traders with similar mementos. He had little use for sentiment. He kept his focus on trading.
Instead of a hammock for sleeping, a four-poster bed was nailed to the floor. He examined the other furnishings, desk, dresser, and washstand. All were secured in the same manner. Only the desk chairs were moveable. The bed was covered with a red, green, navy blue and white tartan of the MacDougall clan, Maxwell’s benefactor, and close friend.
Wesley’s hands clenched at his side seeing the tartan of his sworn enemy.
Maxwell took a key from his pocket, slid a small plank on the wall behind his desk and without any pretense of hiding his actions, unlocked a small metal door. The sparkle of gems glistened in the limited light.
“You can put your gem in here if you like, in case we are boarded,” Maxwell said to Wesley.
“No, my fortune is on the Trade Winds,” he said. He wasn’t surprised to catch sight of the jewels in the small box. Maxwell traded precious stones and was renowned for the jewelry designs he sold in Scotland and Europe.
“Are you expecting trouble?”
Maxwell let out a deep breath. “You’ve not been here for some time. Recently, all the merchant ships have been harassed by pirates. I’d rather be cautious.”
Any pirate would be happy to relieve Maxwell of the ship and that small box. They wouldn’t bother asking for the key.
Maxwell set a pouch on top of a black velvet cloth, put it in the wall, locked the door, then slid the board back in place.
“Come, take a seat.” Maxwell’s hand swept over the empty chairs. “We are not close enough to Ellenbeich to make a run for it if our new companion is a pirate ship. But we do have an alternative.”
“An alternative?” he asked. Maxwell seemed calm for having a possible pirate ship nearby. Wesley flexed his hand to relieve the tension as his host poured each man a glass of wine.
“Yes. If that is a pirate ship in our midst,” said Richards. “It may be best we go to Dundhragon. The castle isn’t far. However, we don’t have to make that decision until we reach Rudha-Fionn-aird Point.”
“We’ve seen nothing of the Trade Winds. I’d hate to lose a bet without true cause. When will we reach the Point?” Maxwell asked.
“By the time we finish this bottle of wine,” Richards said. The captain sipped his wine, relaxed as if they were out for a quiet Sunday cruise.
He glanced at Maxwell over the rim of his glass. A sheen of satisfaction lit the man’s eyes.
“We don’t need to make a decision now. This ship may be no threat at all.” Maxwell put down his empty glass.
“If they are pirates, do you think they will let the Sea Diamond go without a fight? With a ship like this, they would own the area.” Wesley swirled the wine in his glass.
Maxwell’s eyes widened for a second before narrowing in anger. Wesley wondered what the man was thinking, weighing the pros and cons? Was it the prospect of losing the ship, or was winning a bet with Hawker that important?
“You make a good point. But the channel before the castle has its own issues. We have no oars. What if we lose the wind? The crew is new to the cog and how to handle her. But let’s not worry about that until we have to.”
Maxwell stood up and stretched. He pulled back his shoulders, picked up his glass, and took it to the sideboard for more wine.
“No need to get in a twist until we know what we’re up against,” Richards said. “We’ll keep watch. Let’s hope she doesn’t fly a black flag, or a red one. I witnessed what was left after pirates flying a blood flag attacked a ship.”
“Pirates are bad enough, but to kill everyone? No.” Maxwell shook his head. “Thank God we haven’t seen a blood flag in these waters.”
“My thanks for the wine. It is quite good, but I must see to the crew.” Richards rose from his chair and left the cabin.
Maxwell glanced at Wesley, the bottle of wine in hand. “Another?”
Wesley raised his glass. He didn’t have to be asked twice. This Norman wine was worth sipping, a contrast to Marsanta’s offering.
“To calm waters and good friends,” Maxwell said, lifting his glass.
The two sat in comfortable silence. Maxwell’s worried expression grew darker as they finished the bottle.
Wesley had no doubt the flagless ship behind them was manned by pirates. He pushed thoughts of Maxwell out of his head and spent the quiet time wondering if the bandits had encountered the Trade Winds.
A soft rap on the door drew their attention. Richards entered. “We’re almost at the Point. The ship is getting closer and still doesn’t fly their flag.”
Maxwell had a haunted look about his eyes. “I’ve had brushes with pirates, but I was able to avoid them, slip away. This time we may not be so lucky. Have the men ready. We will finally find what our friend is about. We go to Dundhragon. Our course change will either have them happily sail by or try to stop us.”
Maxwell led the way out of the room, Wesley and Richards close behind. Wind howled down the passageway making it necessary for them to fight their way onto the deck and top of the aft-castle. He and Maxwell stood near the captain and stared at Rudha-Fionn-aird-Point. It was only a matter of a few heartbeats until the Sea Diamond sailed past.
The dark clouds behind them clawed their way toward the ship. Gusts of wind raked through Wesley’s hair as sea spray bombarded him. The snap of the ship’s sail drew his attention and the boat surged forward. He glanced at the water and saw the smaller ship glide near them drawing close. Still, no flag displayed.
“Look lively, men,” Richards shouted above the din. The captain stared at Maxwell, an expectant expression on his face. “Sir?” he called to Maxwell obviously asking for final confirmation of their destination.
“Dundhragon Castle,” Maxwell said.
“Hard to larboard,” Richards said to Leo, the helmsman.
“I hope the Captain knows what he’s doing. The wind is against us in the channel,” Leo said standing next to Wesley.
In a burst of speed, the birlinn came alongside the Sea Diamond. A sailor from the other ship grinned and then pulled a rope. A black flag unfurled. Another sailor tugged to free the dark cloth covering the ship’s name. Black Opal.
The swift Sea Diamond cut through the choppy water. The pirates let loose their arrows as the Black Opal raced alongside then veered across the Sea Diamond’s bow. The silent bolts pierced the mast and deck. Shouts from the men who were struck echoed through the storm.
Leo had already moved the tiller as ordered, but the Black Opal’s maneuver set the two ships on a collision course. Before the helmsman could make his next move an arrow struck him in the shoulder, the head of the arrow sticking out his back. The turn incomplete, the sail emptied. Wesley caught Leo as he fell to the deck, then dragged the man to the side.
The Sea Diamond narrowly missed the Black Opal. Its sails limp, the ship drifted. Without oars, the ship would be dead in the water soon and at the mercy of the pirates.
Richards shouted orders to the crew. Wesley grabbed the tiller and pulled it hard to port. The crew handled the rigging and the sail snapped as it once again filled with wind, gracefully circled the Black Opal, and sped by.
Richards had the men manage the sheet while Wesley steered the ship toward Dundhragon Castle. But, their troubles weren’t over. The Black Opal was in pursuit.
“More sail,” Wesley demanded.
Richards stood at the rigging, barking orders. They hauled the lines to adjust the sail. The canvas billowed out and strained as it took in more air.
The wind raced down the water against the Black Opal. The pirates struck their sail and were forced to row. Unable to keep up, the Black Opal fell behind.
The Sea Diamond continued on into the channel.
“Keep to the center of the channel. These waters are littered with rocks and boulders,” Richards told him. It didn’t take them long to reach the castle and secure the boat to the dock.
“I sent word to Lord Ewan about the pirates,” Maxwell said as he left the ship with Richards and Wesley.
“We were lucky today that you missed the Trade Winds. Your quick action saved us all,” Maxwell said to Wesley, pounding him on the back. “You are the hero of the day.”
“The Black Opal is captained by that pirate, Fynn. The man is ruthless. With him in command, I expected a blood flag, not a black one. We were lucky.” Richards looked from Maxwell to Wesley. “This time.”




Chapter Two
“DARLA MAXWELL, YOU can’t return to Ellenbeich now. You must stay here, with me. I need an ally.” Maria MacDougall’s voice rang with command as she finished dressing. “You were born here. I will never forgive you for abandoning me. Ten years and don’t look surprised. I have counted every day you were not here.”
“You sound like a spoilt child rather than a grown woman. I didn’t abandon you. Father moved the family to Ellenbeich to lead the Maritime Association at your father’s request. You make it sound as if we haven’t seen each other in years. I visit you no less than six times a year.”
This was an old argument Maria ramped up every time Darla mentioned returning home. Although she usually visited for two weeks, this visit was much longer.
She twirled a lock of Maria’s dark hair before pinning it up with the rest of the artfully coiffed strands and then studied her friend in the looking glass. “And I’ll remind you it’s been three months since I arrived. I’ll remain another week until my father returns from Inverlochy.”
“I spoke with Father earlier today before he listened to the villagers’ grievances. I told him you didn’t want to wait any longer and you needed an escort to take you home. He listened intently. You know he thinks of you like another daughter, and then told me he had no men to spare,” Maria said, not meeting Darla’s glare.
“Why did you ask him? I’m capable of asking for myself,” Darla said. Maria wouldn’t make a case for her. On the contrary, she would make a demand, which would set Lord Ewan against the idea. What was done was done. Now she had to find a way to undo the damage Maria caused.
Maria grabbed Darla’s hands. “I can’t get married without you here.”
“The wedding isn’t for three months. I assure you I’ll be back by then.” Neither she nor her father had expected Lord Ewan to announce Maria’s betrothal to Magnús Óláfsson, King of Mann and the Isles. Darla suspected neither did Maria.
“You must be here,” Maria said.
“As you wish, your Majesty.” Darla curtsied. She couldn’t stay angry at Maria for long. The slight bow of her head hid the smile she couldn’t wipe from her face.
“Do get up.” Maria stood and pulled her to her feet. “Majesty. Really Darla, you’re as bad as Mother.”
“You can protest all you like, but it’s me you’re speaking to. If I had to be used as a political pawn, marriage to a young king who speaks kindly and asks your opinion wouldn’t be the worst that could happen. I notice his eyes soften when he watches you. You’re a very lucky political pawn. At least your father didn’t arrange for you to marry one of his arrogant old military commanders.” Darla stepped away and smoothed her skirt. “I would never put up with that, even if he was as handsome as your Magnus.”
Maria waved her hand and proceeded to arrange the pots of creams on her dressing table.
“Father is predictable.” Maria, finished with the creams, patted her newly coiffed hair, a task Darla judged as a nervous distraction. “He returns home from every campaign regaling us with stories of his and Magnus’ bravery. After we dine and he runs out of battle stories, he gives us his battle spoils.”
“You mean gifts,” Darla said. “From time to time my father also gives me gifts when he returns from a journey.”
She showed Maria the small silver dragon she kept in the pouch she wore at her waist, then put it away.
Lord Ewan was a very successful warrior. Lady Eugena and Maria had a fine collection of jewels, tapestries, and silver gifts. Or spoils, however Maria preferred to categorize them.
“Father’s last campaign was no different. My gift,” Maria said, and emphasized the word, “was the King of Mann and the Isles.”
“I’m sure your gift was a pleasant surprise, your Majesty,” Darla said. She really should stop teasing Maria, but she rose to the bait every time.
“He’ll do,” Maria said offhandedly with pouting lips and a shrug of her shoulders.
“He’ll do?” Darla blurted scarcely aware she said anything.
Maria clutched at Darla’s hand, her face wild with excitement.
“You’re not the only one who can tease.” Maria’s wide smile broke through her sophisticated façade. “You have no idea how I dreaded meeting Magnus. From Father’s tales of the man’s strategic foresight and diplomatic abilities, you would think Magnus was an elderly man who needs Father’s sword arm and not the young, virile Viking King he is.
“Magnus is more than adequate. He came here from Inverlochy over a week ago and while you slept, I spent every morning watching him train with the castle guards.” The bride-to-be released her hand, went to the window and glanced out.
“There is grace in his movements and power in his attack. Without wearing his tunic, I can see from this distance his muscles ripple with power and strength. I looked on as he trained with the men. Magnus proved to be a seasoned fighter as well as a teacher. He kept shouting, ‘Don’t think, fight.’ In the end, his students were so improved it was difficult to make out the teacher from the student.”
“Do you think that is any indication of the instructions he’ll give you, don’t think? You can fill in a different word to finish his demand.” Darla smirked as Maria’s cheeks flamed red.
“When I’m with him at meals he’s pleasant to look at and talks of things other than war. Not to Father of course, but to me. Then there are those occasions when we find ourselves alone. He looks at me with eyes that …”
Maria turned. Her stare was remote and private. Darla waited.
“That what?” Darla leaned in close. She had been concerned for Maria ever since Lord Ewan announced Maria’s betrothal. They both knew their future was not entirely in their hands and that an arranged political alliance had the opportunity of being disappointing and even brutal for the bride.
Her friend had almost been brutalized ten years ago when she was sixteen. It was not a topic for discussion even after all these years. The near rape had left Maria withdrawn and sullen. For months she stayed with Maria, in her room, wherever she went. Over time, her exuberant friend reappeared. She came to Dundhragon when Father mentioned a political marriage. Would Maria withdraw into that dark place she struggled so hard to put behind her? Once she was introduced to Magnus and observed Maria with him, she was vastly relieved. Their union had the makings of a love match, but there was another obstacle.
Maria turned to her. “My heart pounds when he looks at me and I tingle in places no proper maiden should mention. My mouth opens, but I can’t produce a clear word. He must think I’m daft.”
Darla put her arm around her friend. “He probably thinks you’re quite shy. He’ll find out soon enough he is all wrong and you’re domineering, relentless, sharp-witted—”
“Don’t be so arrogant. Your father is speaking to mine about a match for you. Perhaps Father plans to marry you off to one of his old arrogant military commanders. It would serve you right.”
The thought curdled Darla’s stomach. She didn’t like the way Maria turned the situation against her.
“I find little humor in what you say,” Darla said, hands on her hips. “Besides, what political gain would I bring to a suitor? I’m not a lord’s daughter.”
She could pretend all she wanted, but Darla was quite aware her father brought her to Dundhragon on this trip to be introduced to eligible suitors. If she didn’t find someone acceptable, which she had not, her father and Lord Ewan would make the decision.
Her father was adamant he wouldn’t marry her off without her consent. Her hands slid down her skirt. She tried, truly she did, but she refused one suitor after another. None made her feel any fire, not even a small candle flame. Her dreams of a love match like her parents’ were just that, dreams.
“You’re a Maxwell. That should be enough for any man. But you also possess special abilities. Those talents and your lineage are what you bring to a marriage. You’re quite a prize, I assure you.”
Maria was her confidant. The only person, besides her mother, to whom she felt comfortable exposing her innermost secrets. Her friend didn’t see her second sight for anything more than Darla being smart, intuitive, and able to work her way through tangles of emotions to get to the answer when others could not.
Darla let out a large yawn. Maria gave her a questioning look.
“I heard you up and wandering around the room last night. Does it have anything to do with you wanting to go home?” The genuine concern on her friend’s face touched her.
“No, it may have been last night’s pigeon pie,” Darla said.
“It couldn’t have been the pie. You didn’t eat any. Why won’t you confide in me? Perhaps I can help you, share your burden.”
“There is nothing to share. The weather has kept me indoors too long. Come to the garden with me. I promised I would harvest herbs for the kitchen and infirmary.”
“No, you go on. I must speak with Mother.”
Darla crossed the room, opened the door, and swept her hand in a grand gesture. “After you, your Majesty.”
Maria grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the room. The two laughed until they came to Lady Eugena’s door. Maria moved inside while Darla continued down the stairs to the kitchen.
After choosing one of the baskets from the shelf, she stepped into the garden.
The wind had turned into a mild breeze. Water from the recent rain dripped from the edges of the roof and leaves. A small rivulet made its way down the stone path and branched off pooling around the plants in the flower beds. Puddles dotted the ground everywhere, some larger than others. With her basket in hand, she moved among the plants and selected herbs until she stood before a large puddle at the far end of the garden.
A ripple danced across the water and held her attention. The simple wave revealed a reflection, but it wasn’t hers. The unwanted murky image emerged, the same one that haunted her since she arrived at the castle. She closed her eyes, but that didn’t help. The elements of his face were burned into her brain.
The misty face was unknown to her until Lord Ewan arrived home and she sat at the evening meal with his future son-in-law. The realization at that meeting left her bereft and desolate. She cursed under her breath at the burden she carried.
Young, handsome Magnus would be dead before the end of the year with Maria. Helpless, she stood with Maria knowing there was nothing she could do to shield her friend from Magnus’ fate.
There had been other times when destiny was revealed to her. Each time she took action to try to alter the outcome, insisted on precautions, sent people away, but in the end, she always failed.
Her eyes opened as another ripple swept over the puddle and the undefined face sank beneath the surface.
A deep breath, that’s it. Now another. The fragrance of the aromatic mint, sage, dill, and chamomile flowers in the basket brought her back to the present. She took another breath. The aroma of angelica mingled with the herbs. The scent of the tall, bold beautiful white flower grew more intense and sickening. Many people planted angelica to bless their home, guard it against disease and … witches. She hurried back to the kitchen to escape the vision, the fragrance, everything.
“As above, so below. As within, so without. Let none come here to hurt or maim. Please, don’t let my plea be in vain. So mote it be.” She mumbled the chant to no one and touched the small pouch she wore at her waist for comfort.
She must be wrong. The vision had to be a good omen, one of health and prosperity. Her visions weren’t always tragic. But which was it? Death and gloom or love and glory? She couldn’t discuss any of this with Maria and she couldn’t wait for her father any longer. Only her mother could help her decipher the vision.
Lord Ewan was the one person who could get her home. She had to undo Maria’s not-so-helpful interference. It was important to approach him at the right time when he would be more apt to grant her request. She puzzled the problem. Perhaps after he listened to … the village grievances. She spun and faced the direction of the great hall. This may be the perfect time to speak to him.
Darla put the herb basket in the kitchen, lifted her skirt, and rushed toward the great hall. Her skirt fluttered as she hurried down the corridor and through the doorway into the room.
The darkness of the chamber stopped her. She waited for her eyes to adjust, as well as catch her breath. Out of the darkness, Lord Ewan’s ceremonial chair emerged empty on the platform. A storm brewed inside her as she scanned the room. Finally, she stamped her foot at the injustice and swished around to leave when a movement caught her attention. She took a step forward. Lord Ewan stood by the hearth.
A slow smile spread across her face and she let out a huge breath. Gathering her thoughts, she shook out her skirts and hurried to her host.
“M’lord, if I may ask your permission.” She dipped a swift curtsey and stood tall. Her hands clasped in front of her. Keep calm and present your case clearly.
Lord Ewan turned toward her. His somber face lit with a smile. “Darla, do you ask permission for Maria or for yourself. I must tell you, my daughter is trying my patience of late. Yesterday all she wanted was new silk dresses.”
Silk dresses? Maria told her she asked her father for an escort to take her home.
“No, Lord Ewan. I ask for myself.” She settled her shoulders back and met his gaze. “I wish to return home.”
Lord Ewan’s smile slipped from his face. He let out a deep sigh. “What words have you had with Maria that you don’t want to stay for her wedding?”
“Oh, no. It is weeks until the wedding. I’ll return by then. You and Lady Eugena make me comfortable and welcome here. I’ve enjoyed the last three months, but I would like to go home and visit my mother for a short time. Nothing more.”
“Has it been three months? The days go by quickly.” Lord Ewan put a protective arm around her. “I would gladly grant your request, but at the moment there is no one to spare for either a week’s long land expedition or a day’s sail to Ellenbeich. I expect your father to return soon. You can sail home with him.”
Sail. A patina of sweat drenched her skin. Her heart thumped in her chest. Fear pushed against her like the invisible wind threatening to blow her over. Water didn’t scare her. On the contrary, she was a good swimmer by her third year, much to her father’s surprise.
“How did you learn to move so well in the water?” he asked as they walked home from a swim.
She took the small silver dragon out of her pouch. “The dragon you gave me is magic. In order to keep up with him, I must move fast.”
“You tell stories as good as I do.” He tousled her long hair, laughed and they continued home.
By her sixth year, they made daily pilgrimages to the shore. Her father said she swam like a sea dragon darting around, racing him across the narrow channel between the castle and the mainland. No one could keep up with her. No one wanted to, so she and her dragon swam alone, dove to the bottom, and rushed to the top exploding through the surface.
“Excuse me, m’lord. A message from the dock,” one of the Dundhragon soldiers said. Lord Ewan stepped aside and spoke to the man.
She closed her eyes. Once again, she was seven. After all these years the memory still haunted her.
The day was cold and damp. The gray mist that hung low over the water made seeing difficult.
“Why did you insist on coming here today?” her mother asked as they walked along the narrow rock-littered strip between the cliff wall and water.
“Something made me come here. Now I fear I may be too late,” she said softly.
A woman’s frightened scream pierced the air and brought them to a halt. Darla’s eyes widened. Her pulse quickened as the cry echoed along the stone wall making it hard to locate its source. The scream came again, this time desperate and terrified.
Darla’s legs pounded along the shore, her ears strained for any clue as to where to find the woman. Another wail, painful and pitiful broke the silence. In the thinning haze not far away, she saw the woman weeping at the water’s edge by the base of the rock spur that reached far into the water and disappeared into the gray mist.
“Help me, please. My boy,” the woman pleaded and pointed into the mist. “He went out in a boat with a friend. I told him not to go, but he insisted.”
Darla’s mother tried to calm the woman, but nothing helped.
“I’ll never forget the sound of the boat crashing against the rocks. I called out to him, but he never answered.” Tears traced down the woman’s cheeks. Her mother cried with her.
This was why she was drawn here today. She ran down the rock spur. Pieces of wood floated in the water.
“Here,” another boy called. “I tried to reach him, but he’s down too deep.”
Without hesitation, she dove in the water as she had done a hundred times. Down she swam to see what she could find.
Over and over she dove to the bottom and searched. People gathered on the shore, some out on the spur.
Her mother begged her to stop, but the agony of the boy’s mother’s sobs pushed Darla to her limits. She wouldn’t stop until she found him.
She climbed onto the rocks for a wider look and concentrated, the boy’s friend not far away.
“As above, so below, as within, so without, I ask for help and a clear mind, show me where the boy to find, so mote it be.” She repeated the words over and over.
Her hand brushed the small pouch she wore. Another deep breath and she dove back into the water. It was a foolish chant, but one that helped her focus. For a moment, she hung suspended trying to find inspiration on where to search next.
A movement to her right caught her attention. The vision of her sea dragon rushed up from below and darted in front of her. She followed and skimmed along the bottom until she reached an underwater cliff. Could the boy have fallen to the valley below?
She didn’t hesitate. Darla rose to the surface, took a breath, and dove for the cliff. Deeper and deeper she went passing the edge of the cliff and deeper still until she reached the valley bottom. Sunlight barely touched this place. As dark as it was, she managed to make out debris from the boat. She knew the boy was near and rushed on to find him.
Her lungs demanded air, but she kept on going. She feared she was already too late. Mud and debris swirled beyond the large boulder in front of her. She hurried, reached for the rock and pulled herself around. The mud settled and the outline of a boy pulling on a rope caught in the debris emerged.
She wasted no time as she and the boy worked the clumsy knot until it fell away. With renewed energy, she grabbed him, kicked off the bottom and pulled for the surface with her free arm. Her lungs burned as she fought the instinct to take a breath. The light grew brighter as they raced up, but the surface remained beyond her reach. Her legs ached, her arm tired, her lungs were on fire.
The boy slipped in her grip. It would be so easy to let him go and swim to safety, but that wasn’t a choice. She repositioned him and felt his arm tighten around her.
She kicked hard and rushed to the surface as if pushed from beneath. She looked down, the image of her sea dragon forcing her to the top.
Up they went the water brighter with each stroke. No more air. Just. Keep. Kicking. Pull. Stretch. One. More. Time. With energy she didn’t think she had, she stretched her arm over her head and felt air. She looked beneath her. Her sea dragon was gone.
Darla and the boy broke through the water. Arms grabbed the boy from her grasp. He was safe. They were both in a boat. But still, she didn’t take a breath. Strong fingers held her chin and wiggled her face.
She opened her mouth and sprang up gulping for air.
“Now, now, sit back.” A gentle hand pushed her down.
“She’s fine,” the man shouted over the noise. “Come Lass, we’ll have you back to your mother. You gave her quite a scare. If you’re worried about the other boy, he’s safe.”
Darla didn’t struggle. She didn’t have the strength. Her arms ached, her chest heaved, thankful for each breath and thankful the boy had enough strength to help get them to the top.
As the men rowed to shore, she silently said a prayer of thanks. She had brought him home.
The men moved them quickly from the boat on to the shore. A tingling at the back of her neck made her turn. She stared into the dark insolent eyes of the boy on the rocks. He said nothing, simply turned and walked away.
The men carried the boy to shore, his mother ran to his side.
“Mother,” he murmured.
The woman bent close to hear him.
Darla turned her head and gazed into the boy’s eyes that were filled with intelligence and gratitude. Her eyes went wide and her heart pounded against her chest. She pulled away from her mother and rushed to him.
He held her hand and bit his bottom lip over and over. She bent her ear to his mouth but heard only a whisper. His grasp weakened. A smile spread across his face before water dribbled from his lips and his eyes clouded over. Nothing she or the others did could save the boy or console the grief-stricken mother. Her sobs continued as they carried him away.
Wrapped in a blanket, her mother slid her arms around her as they sat on the shore.
“What good is my gift if all I am is a useless witness?” She spat out the words.
“You brought the boy to his mother for him to say goodbye. Maybe that is why you were here, not to save him, but to save her.”
Darla turned to her mother, her anger fading as the words sank in.
“How was I able to find him, bring him out of the water, and still survive?” she said softly.
“The talisman I gave you,” her mother said pointing to her pouch.
Darla stared at her mother. Had she heard her correctly? Without thinking, she touched the small bag. To her, it was something she always wore. Her brow wrinkled as she tried to make sense of her mother’s words.
“From the beginning, you were an exceptional child. When you were born, I knew it was so.” Held close in her mother’s arms, Darla took comfort in her soothing words.
“Yes, Mother. You always told me I was precious, strong, and special.”
Her mother kissed her forehead.
“You were born with a veil covering your head and face. A blessing,” her mother said. “You see things that no one else can see, but that is only one of your gifts. There is another.”
Darla pulled away from her embrace.
“Your talisman protects you in the water. That is why you were safe today. You must keep your ability to yourself. And no one must know about your talisman. While there are many who understand your gift, there are those less enlightened who think it …” Her mother’s arms tightened around her. “Unnatural. You must know it is a blessing.”
A blessing her mother told her all those years ago. She still believed her mother was wrong. She pushed the visions away, denied them.
Soon after the tragedy, Father became the leader of the Maritime Association and the family moved to Ellenbeich.
She refused to travel to Ellenbeich by sea. She forswore swimming altogether. Her mother understood, but her father didn’t, not her avoidance of water or the vision that brought her to the shore. He claimed all her visions were a creation of her mind.
Now thirteen years later she still didn’t swim and dreaded sailing. Instead, she traveled to the castle by land.
Once she was away from Dundhragon her visions stopped. They were replaced with playful imaginings, an alternative happy ending to the tragedy. In her dreams, she, the boy, and her sea dragon swam and explored the hidden caves along the coast, scoured the bottom of the channel for treasure among the shipwrecks. As she grew older her imaginings with the boy and her sea dragon faded, until they were gone.
Three months ago when she returned to the castle, the visions returned. Two visions persisted, the man’s face and the drowned boy’s lips.
She was unable to remember the drowned boy’s features, not even the smile that had haunted her in those early days after the tragedy. All she imagined was him biting his lips and his raspy whisper.
She let out a sigh. Perhaps both visions will be replaced by her sea dragon. That made the corners of her lips tip up into a smile.
“What makes you so pleased?” She hadn’t heard Lord Ewan return.
She turned away from the window.
He shook his head. “A moment ago, you were serious, demanding to go home. Are you fickle like Maria and changed your mind?”
“M’lord, changing her mind is Maria’s prerogative.” She took a breath and worked at keeping her irritation out of her voice. “She deserves some freedom given she obeys your most important demands.”
She looked into eyes that were sharp and assessing, but she wouldn’t let him intimidate her.
“You should be here while I fulfill the serious task your father gave me.”
“Yes, to find me a suitable husband.” Lord Ewan tilted his head and gave an approving nod.
“You have not accepted any of my suggestions. I want you to be as happy as Maria. So, I will keep searching. Perhaps a visit with your mother will improve your judgement. There is good news. A ship arrived that might be sailing for Ellenbeich,” Lord Ewan said, a twinkle in his eye. “If the captain is willing to take you on board you can leave with him. If not, you must wait until there are men to spare for a land journey. I’ll speak to the captain. Go home to your mother. I will call you back when you’re needed.”
She blinked hard to clear her mind. By boat. Could she venture into the channel? There was no decision to make. The overwhelming need to return home was great. So great she would dare to go by sea. Her hand went to her pouch.
“So mote it be,” she said under her breath.




Chapter Three
“DARLA, SAILING TO Ellenbeich will be so much faster than parading through the forest on horseback,” Maria said, “and easier on your backside.” Darla’s brow creased. Her pounding heart echoed in her ears. Sailing home was the best solution for Maria, for everyone.
“Mother mentioned a ship arrived today. It must be the same Father mentioned to you. If you go home by boat, you could visit your mother and return in two, maybe three days rather than the weeks it will take by land,” Maria said as she walked with Darla to the Keep.
Rather than start an argument that would go nowhere, she decided not to mention her trip home would be more than a few days. She’d find to better time and place to tell her. They stepped into the courtyard.
The afternoon had turned dark. Sporadic wind gusts swept along the long stone walk and caught their shawls as if they were great sails. Pulling their wraps close they hurried into the Great Hall.
Maria made good sense, but by sea? Her heart still pounded at the thought, but she could bear the sea trip for a few hours if it meant reaching home faster. They entered the room, her decision made. She would sail home to Ellenbeich.
The afternoon’s conversation with Lord Ewan was encouraging. She was confident the captain would give her passage. Torches were placed around the room. The afternoon light filtered through the windows on the east wall. Along with the glow of a burning fire in the hearth on the north wall, the chamber was comfortable and warm. Large woven tapestries hung on the walls depicting the countryside and MacDougalls at play and at war. The boards and benches were in place, ready for the evening meal. Lord Ewan’s table was prepared on the dais while the MacDougall great chair was retired next to the hearth.
Men gathered in small groups around the room. As they carried on their spirited discussions, pages threaded their way through the crowd and poured ale into empty or half-empty tankards. The commotion was deafening.
Of all the voices, one stood out to Darla. Father.
She searched the crowd. The faces were a mosaic of emotions. Fear and anger produced some heated arguments on one side of the room, but off in a corner, cooler heads prevailed. That’s where she found him. She rushed to his side.
“Father, we didn’t expect you for another week.” She flew into his arms excited at the pleasant surprise.
Her father held her close and kissed her forehead. “Darla, I wanted to speak to you before I leave.”
She pushed out of his embrace. “Leave? But you’ve just arrived.”
“Yes, I stopped to collect supplies before we go on to Ellenbeich. The crew is preparing the ship. I sail on the evening tide.” Tonight? She wasn’t prepared to leave tonight, but she would manage. It wouldn’t take her long to put her necessary things in a satchel.
“Lord Ewan said there was a ship here to take me home. How wonderful the ship is yours.” Yes, her moderate satchel would do.
Her father’s face became set, his teeth clenched. He patted her hand and stared at her with an intensity that made her uncomfortable. Her excitement blew apart and left her adrift like a rudderless ship.
“I’m afraid his lordship spoke too soon.”
She took a deep breath, an objection on the tip of her tongue. He raised his hand to stop her from speaking.
“Let me finish. There are circumstances that make it impossible for me to take you with me tonight.”
A splash of cold water couldn’t have startled her more. She never thought her father would deny her return. Was the danger so great? With effort, she fought for control over her rapid short breaths. This wasn’t like Father. No, not at all. She tilted her head to the side and studied his face. He was holding something from her.
“Why can’t you take me home?”
“A pirate ship harassed us. I must return to Ellenbeich immediately and report the incident to the Association. I suspect we’ll encounter the pirates again. I will not jeopardize you.”
“Will you be safe?” The voices and sounds around her in the Great Hall faded. The question stabbed at her heart.
Again, he patted her hand. “Lord Ewan is providing soldiers. I’m taking them to Ellenbeich. I’ll be safe.”
If the soldiers made it safe for her father to travel, then why not her? She seethed with mounting anger. She didn’t care about the pirates or anything else. This urgency that pushed her to return home was overwhelming. If only she could tell her father, but how could she make him understand when she had no plausible reason to speak to her mother that would make sense to him.
“Don’t look at me that way. I do this for your safety. If you feel so strongly about going home, I’ll arrange an overland trip with Lord Ewan.”
“But Father, a land trip will take days to arrange and more to reach home. We can be home before daybreak.”
“Haven’t you heard a word I said?” His pleasant tone turned angry. “Taking you by sea is too dangerous. Our passenger’s quick action saved us or we all would be at the bottom of the sea.”
Her insides ached. Yes, she heard every word he said, but none of them mattered. This drive, need, to get to her mother was overpowering.
“Father, this isn’t one of your stories, an exaggeration you tell after dinner to entertain us about your travels.” She put her hand on his arm and tried to encourage the warmth back in his voice.
“I wish it was one of my stories. It’s not. We almost lost our helmsman today. I will not put you in harm’s way. You are safe here. This discussion is ended.” He spoke with quiet firmness. He remained adamant.
“Maxwell, a minute please. I’m telling everyone about your Sea Diamond,” Lord Ewan called from a group not far away.
“In a moment, Lord Ewan,” her father called. He turned back to her. “I do this to protect, not to vex you.” Her father patted her hand. “There are pirates nearby ready to sink our ship. I prize the Sea Diamond, but you are most precious to me. I will not let any harm come to you.” Maxwell kissed Darla on the cheek and squeezed her hand.
Deep lines of concern on his face marked the gravity of the situation. The pirates weren’t a secret. Pirates were the reason Lord Ewan put her father in charge of the Maritime Association and moved her family to Ellenbeich. She stared at him with a new understanding.
“I will speak to Lord Ewan and arrange for an escort to take you home as soon as possible.” He brought her to a chair at the dais.
“Forgive me, Darla. Ewan calls. Later I want to hear all about your time here.” His casual tone returned as well as his smile. He gave her a peck on the cheek then went to speak to Lord Ewan.
As the evening moved on, the urgency to see her mother became overwhelming, along with the driving need to go by sea.
The weight of the oil-skin pouch on her belt comforted her. Pieces of her dreams flew through her mind like clouds on a windy day that broke apart and faded away. She could think of nothing else but stopping the images and sorting out her dreams. Pirates added a new dimension to her problem.
You can’t drown. Her mother’s words hit her hard and the pieces started to fall into place. She moved to the edge of her chair. Perhaps sailing home tonight was the reason for her gift. She snapped up her head and stared at the group of men.
Protect her father.
She searched for him in the crowd. No matter what happened she would be safe. Hadn’t she proved water couldn’t harm her? There he was, laughing with Lord Ewan and some other men. She was right. All she had to do was find a way to get on his ship.

WESLEY SAT WITH Richards by the window at the far side of the tavern where Maxwell had left them. They finished their dinner with a good view of The Sea Diamond bobbing in the water and storm clouds gathering on the horizon. The wind that died down earlier had picked up again.
Embers burned in the large fire pit in the center of the room. Barrels of ale stacked against the wall to the right of the door waited to be tapped. Men, in various degrees of sobriety, sat at the tables scattered around the room. The muffled noise and fragrance of ale and warm stew created a comfortable escape from the gusts of wind that buffeted the building.
The door opened, admitting a blast of wind swirling with bits and pieces of debris. Maxwell shut the door, got a full tankard, and made his way to their table. He dropped in the chair, the ale sloshing over the side. After a long drink, he put down the tankard and took note of his surroundings. “What is our status, Captain?”
“Lord Ewan’s men are aboard. They are in the forecastle,” Richards said. “We’re ready to sail when you are.” He lifted his ale and took a long pull.
“You called us here. We’ve been trying to determine what we’re celebrating,” Wesley said.
“If we didn’t encounter the Black Opal, we would be in Ellenbeich celebrating our success over Captain Hawker. We won’t be able to claim that prize, but we did avoid the pirates today. That is an event worthy of rejoicing. You two made a good team, Wesley at the helm and you, Richards, at the sail.”
“To you, Mr. Mills. Without your help, the outcome could have been quite different,” Richards said.
“You are most kind. The only reward I want, besides this ale, is passage to Ellenbeich. I hope you still have room for me with a full regiment of soldiers aboard.”
“You have nothing to fear. There is plenty of room for you. Now drink up. We will have a more extensive celebration in Ellenbeich. Lord Ewan will be here shortly with more supplies. It’s an excuse to examine the Sea Diamond before we sail,” Maxwell said as he gulped the last of his ale. “I’ll wait for him in my cabin.”
Wesley strangled the tankard in his hand. Calm down. Ease up. He bent forward and placed the tankard on the table. He would have preferred throwing the cup across the room. Instead, he sat back, resting his folded hands on his lap to create a relaxed picture.
Maxwell was at the door and struggled to prevent the wind from whipping it out of his grip. Finally, he made his way out.
“I must go as well and see to the supplies rather than take the men from their meals,” Richards said.
Wesley touched the captain’s sleeve as he swallowed a mouthful of ale. Richards turned toward him.
“I’ll help you. It will make me feel I’ve earned my way since Maxwell will not let me pay,” Wesley said. “In truth, I have a selfish motive. The faster we get the remaining cargo stowed, the sooner we cast off.”
“I agree. My thanks for your help.” Richards stood, checked his tankard, and sucked out the last drop.
“I’ll tell the crew to finish up and board the ship,” Wesley said.
Richards nodded, set the tankard down, and looked out the window. “That would be good. I want to stay ahead of the weather.”
Wesley passed Richards’ orders to the crew and made his way to the dock. The wind had relented. Richards stood at the gangplank as a wagon with a lone driver pulled up and Lord Ewan climbed down.
“Good eve, m’lord.”
“Richards.” Lord Ewan unlatched the back of the wagon.
“You’re expected on board. I’ll take care of stowing these supplies.” Richards began to unload the wagon, not waiting for a reply.
Wesley stood in the shadows a distance from the gangplank. The last thing he wanted was for his lordship to see him. It had been fourteen years since he left to foster with his mother’s family and the last time he saw his lordship. Ewan was older. His hair streaked with gray. The once impressive shoulders were not as broad as he remembered. From the way he carried himself it was obvious Ewan’s fighting edge was gone. All that was left was a pompous ass who did as he pleased without any consideration of those around him, even those who dedicated their lives to him.
“M’lord, welcome to The Sea Diamond,” Maxwell said, coming down the gangplank.
“I heard about the cog, but never been on one.” Lord Ewan walked up the dock closely examining the hull.
Wesley, now at Richards’ side, helped with the barrels.
“Come on board. I’ll show you my castles and you’ll understand why we need ships like this. Aside from carrying and protecting cargo, it can carry and protect fighting men,” Maxwell said.
Wesley stayed tucked in the shadows within earshot and watched Maxwell delight in Lord Ewan’s pleased reaction.
“It looks heavy. It will be slow in the water,” Lord Ewan said.
“Yes, it is heavier than the birlinn, but the benefits more than compensate for the weight,” Maxwell said as they boarded the ship and stood on the deck at the top of the gangplank.
“The steering is done in the back with a tiller. Unlike the side oar, it doesn’t get in the way of the sail. Using these guidelines, we can move the sail to catch the wind no matter which direction it flows. The birlinn sail cannot do that. When the wind shifts and the sail empties, you must wait for the wind or use oars.” Maxwell showed Lord Ewan each device as they walked the deck.
“And what of this mast?” Lord Ewan asked. “Is the crossbeam broken?”
“No, it is for the lateen, a triangular sail, used in the Mediterranean. It can catch the wind no matter the direction.
“The Black Opal approached us at the Point. When we shifted the rudder to avoid a collision, we lost the wind, but by adjusting the mainsail and using the lateen, we caught the wind, circled the pirates, and sailed into the channel. The Black Opal’s sheet was limp. They had to use their oars,” Maxwell said.
“Luck?” Lord Ewan’s left eyebrow raised a bit.
“No. Skill. Wesley Mills was aboard. He’s captained cogs in Europe and has learned his craft well,” Maxwell said. “When our Leo was struck down, he wasted no time and stepped in. With Richards at the sail, the two made a good team. We were lucky to have him with us.”
Wesley’s breath caught. What was this? Maxwell gave him free passage and high praise.
“You have a good idea here. Let’s talk when you return. I’ve given you as many men as I can spare. My main force is two or three weeks from home,” Lord Ewan said.
“Come this way, m’lord. I’d like to show you my castle.” The two men walked to the stern of the ship.
Wesley made his way back to Richards and helped roll the last of the barrels up the gangplank.
Richards mopped his brow and looked at the sky.
“I’ll make sure there is no other cargo lingering on the dock while you lash down the barrels, then I’ll rouse the men in the tavern. From the looks of the sky and building wind, you’ll want to leave as soon as possible.” Wesley hurried down the gangplank. He made his way between the crates where he could still see and hear what was happening. It would be better for everyone if Lord Ewan didn’t catch sight of him.
The two men came out of the aft-castle.
“You know we have enjoyed having Darla with us,” Lord Ewan said. Maxwell walked him to the wagon.
“She insists on coming home with me. I hate to disappoint her,” Maxwell said.
Lord Ewan laughed. “You and I are two of a kind, not wanting to upset our daughters. I will have an escort available by the end of the week to bring her home. I expect you to be back for the wedding with your prize gem, to keep my daughter happy.”
Maxwell looked up and down the dock and pathway. Lord Ewan mirrored his movements.
“What are we looking for?” Lord Ewan asked.
“Not what, who,” Maxwell said. “Darla. It’s not like her to give up so easily.”

DARLA, WITH HER small satchel in hand, stood in the shadows of the ship and waited for Lord Ewan to leave. She let out a nervous breath. This was her last chance to speak to her father. She couldn’t fail.
Lost in her thoughts, the seemingly magical appearance of a man near the hull startled her. Although he walked in the shadows and she was unable to see his face, his height and build spoke for itself.
The docks by the castle were safe, but at night a woman of her breeding would never wander by the ships. Tonight, it was a calculated decision, maybe not a good one. That didn’t matter now. What was done was done. Aware of her predicament, she remained alert and kept her eye on him. As he moved past her she recognized the man’s familiar stride.
“Magnus,” she called. The man kept walking.
“Magnus,” she said more urgently. The shadow turned and faced her.
“You’re … you’re not Magnus.” Caught off guard, the face was familiar, but not the man.
“No, a pity that I’m not.”
“My apologies.” She craned her head for a view of the gangplank. “You appeared to have the features … in the shadows … I thought you were Lady Maria’s fiancé.”
“Oh, you’re meeting her fiancé—”
“No, no, no,” she said growing more agitated by the minute. She snapped her head around as the sound of the horse’s hooves and the wagon on the cobblestones leaving the dock reached her ears. She gasped and shuffled back a step stumbling on the edge of the dock.
With lightning speed, the stranger grabbed her arm and pulled her to his chest before she tumbled into the water.
Darla stared up into overpowering gray eyes that seemed to see right through her. His ruggedly handsome face was familiar, but she couldn’t place from where. She lowered her head and looked away. Crushed against his chest, she felt his hard muscles under her hand. For a moment, she couldn’t move, she didn’t want to. A heady sensation wrapped her in a daze like dream. A shiver across her shoulders cleared her mind and she caught her wits.
“I’m sorry.” She stepped away fidgeting with her skirt, glad she’d worn her sturdy brown wool. Any of her other dresses would not have survived. She looked at his hand on her elbow then at him.
“It’s dark. And the shadows can be deceiving. I’ve seen many a seaman take a false step and land in the water.” He let her go. The warmth of his touch lingered when he removed his hand. For a moment her fingers ached with a need to touch him. An overwhelming desire rushed through her veins before the heady feeling subsided as quickly as it started.
“Thank you for saving me, Mr.?”
“Mills. Wesley Mills, and you?”
“Darla Maxwell. Please. Do not let me delay you.”
“I could wait with you until Magnus or whomever you are waiting for arrives.”
Her cheeks filled with heat. She gathered her wits and gave him the most awful glare she could muster. The man had the good sense to lower his head and not laugh.
“No? Then if you will excuse me.” He stared at her intently as if he memorized her features, dipped his head politely, then strode to the tavern, wearing a well-fitting air of command and self-confidence.
She couldn’t help but gaze at him as she stroked her arm still warm from the heat of his grasp. He walked toward the tavern and her breath caught. Her eyes took in his form from the black boots to pants that cupped along muscled thighs, on up to the back of his head. He stopped at the tavern door and looked at her, his head cocked to the side. Her heart pounded at the playful gleam she saw in his eyes. She turned away, not wanting him to think she watched him, but it took great willpower.
A gust of wind ruffled her hair. She glanced at the tavern as the door closed.
She straightened her skirt, made her way to the gangplank, and hesitated. The narrow board appeared sturdy enough. Now wasn’t the time to be queasy about boarding the boat. This was her last opportunity to speak to her father. One last look around, a deep breath, and she marched onto the ship.
“Lady Darla,” Richards said and tipped his cap. “Your father is expecting you.”
“Expecting me?” She followed the captain, but was quickly distracted and didn’t know where to look first.
The ship’s deck was broader than her father’s other ships. He had mentioned the small castles at either end of the deck, but it was the two masts that held her attention. She nearly walked into Richards trying to figure out why the yardarm was not straight.
“That’s for the lateen.”
“The triangular sail?” she asked, still staring at the mast imagining what the sail looked like unfurled.
“Yes. We put it to good use on our way here. I would give you a more thorough tour, but bad weather is coming and we want to set sail as soon as possible. Let me show you to his cabin.”
She entered a narrow passageway at the stern of the ship. Richards knocked on the door below a small hole at eye level.
“Come,” her father said. Richards opened the door.
“Lady Darla, sir.” The captain stood to the side for her to enter.
“My thanks. As soon as the men have boarded have them ready to sail on my instructions.”
The captain nodded, then quietly left the room, closing the door behind him.
“Darla. You are predictable. I knew to expect a visit from you.” He sat back in his big chair, his mouth twitching with amusement.
“I must go with you tonight. Please, Father, don’t send me away.” She purposefully used words that would tug at his heart.
“Go back to Dundhragon. You’ll give Maria and Eugena a fright if they can’t find you.”
“I left Lord Ewan a note thanking him for his hospitality and telling him that I was sailing home with you,” Darla said with quiet firmness. She had thought of everything. Now, if only she could convince her father.
“Lord Ewan will arrange for an escort to take you home before the end of the week.” His amusement was gone, replaced with an equal dollop of rigid obstinance.
“But?” She wouldn’t let him sail without her. She was as stubborn as he.
“If the weather holds, you will be safely home in a week.” He opened the cabin door and with a gentle hand guided her on to the deck and toward the gangplank.
“If you won’t let me go with you then stay with me,” she said. “Send Richards. You’re not going to leave my future to Lord Ewan. Do you want him to marry me to one of his awful generals? Father, I couldn’t stand that.”
“Your cousin Eugena will not let that happen. And I must agree before Lord Ewan makes any commitment on your behalf. So, daughter, you are safe.” He patted her hand.
Crewmen arrived and hurried about the deck, taking special care to stay out of her way. Sailors and their superstitions were worse than petty gossips.
Thirteen years ago, rumors of her ‘gifts’ had been bantered around along with the word ‘witch.’ Her father had rooted out the source and made sure justice was served, but the damage had already been done.
Her father walked with her onto the dock. “I’ll take you back to the castle.”
“Sir,” Richards called from the deck. “We’re ready for you in the forecastle.”
“I’ll be right there,” Maxwell shouted back. He turned to Darla. “Wait here. I’ll have someone escort you home. Speak to Ewan tomorrow. He’ll make all the arrangements. I’ll see you in a few days.”
Maxwell kissed Darla’s forehead, then hurried back on to the ship.
Darla wasn’t going to wait for anyone and started up the street. Dread marched down her spine the farther she walked away from the Sea Diamond. She should have told him about the danger she’d sensed if he sailed on the cog. But that information would only solidify his determination to keep her off the ship and away from him. She glanced over her shoulder and stopped. The deck had been a mass of activity when she stepped off the gangplank. Now, there wasn’t a soul to be seen.
If he wouldn’t stay, then she had no choice but to go with him. The trip was less than a half day’s travel. All she had to do was get on board and stay out of sight. The idea appealed to her. She’d already left Lord Ewan a note. He wouldn’t be looking for her.
She licked her lips. Father would be very upset if he found her on board. The simple answer was to make sure he didn’t find her. This ship was so much bigger than the others her father owned. Hiding shouldn’t be too difficult. The trip was short, and she only had to make sure he didn’t find her until after they had gone too far to return.
She hurried to the gangplank, while her resolve was still intact, and stole onboard.
“Men, gather round.”
The sound of her father’s voice coming from the forward structure nearly made her jump out of her soft soled shoes.
“We encountered pirates earlier and we suspect we will again on this short voyage as well. You can leave if you want without any question. But there’s double pay for those who stay.”
She braced herself against the small castle door and tried to blend into the shadows expecting sailors to rush toward the gangplank to make their escape. No one came.
“I’m glad you’re with me.” Her father sounded relieved. “Now stay alert, follow Captain Richards’ orders. With any luck we’ll have a smooth sail home and be in our beds before the sun comes up. Captain, dismiss the men.”
Frantic, she glanced around. Barrels stood like sentinels stacked in the corners. Frozen to the spot, she had no idea where to go. Men’s voices from the bow grew louder and jolted her into action. Stepping between the barrels, she tucked herself down out of sight.
Men’s voices were all around her shouting orders, while others groaned as they leaned their backs into the tasks. Two sailors hauled up the gangplank. From her hiding place, she looked on as the mates released the dock lines and others managed the sail. Still others used poles to push away from the dock.
The barrels around her inched apart as the ship caught the current and moved into the channel. With nothing to grab onto, all she could do was pray they didn’t roll away with her.
The sail rippled as it unfurled and filled with air. The guidelines pulled and strained. The power of the ship was unmistakable. She closed her eyes and for the moment enjoyed the surge of power as the ship moved forward. The smooth gliding motion and the lapping water against the hull thrilled her now as it had years ago.
Her father burst through the doorway a few feet from her. Instinctively, she pushed back, hoping her brown dress blended in with the wood grain.
“Sir,” Captain Richards’ second man said. “I couldn’t find Lady Darla. I went half way up the street toward the castle and didn’t see her.”
“That girl will be the death of me. If I’ve told her once, I’ve told her a hundred times she is not to go anywhere without an escort.”
Anger rolled off her father in waves. Even from where she sat she saw his clenched jaw and fisted hands.
“Why aren’t these below?” her father asked, pointing toward the barrels that comprised her hiding place.
Richards shrugged. “With Lord Ewan’s men and supplies, there isn’t any room. I’ll have the men tie them to the deck.”
Darla froze. The men picked up ropes and started to secure the barrels across from her. Her watery eyes enlarged, the hairs on the nape of her neck bristled, and gooseflesh pimpled her frigid skin. Slow and deliberate, a tall man stepped out of the shadows and marched toward her hiding place. Please, don’t let him find me. Not now. She kept her gaze focused on him and tamped down her building panic. There was no place for her to run. She was trapped. His powerful well-muscled body moved toward her with an easy grace.
As he got closer, she tried to make out his facial features. They were strong, but in the darkening shadows, she couldn’t make out who approached. His dark hair was ruffled by the wind. He moved with an air of authority and the appearance of one who demanded instant obedience.
She closed her eyes. A vision emerged from a swirl of mist. A face. His face. Wesley Mills’ face. She snapped her eyes open.
With all the activity and noise around her she still heard his footsteps thunder as he came across the deck heading toward her. If he unveiled her now, all would be lost. He bent over the barrels, stretched his arm between the casks brushing her shoulder, but not claiming it.
“You’ll not find Magnus there either, m’lady.”
“Mr. Mills—”
“As your co-conspirator you can call me Wesley. Now hush. Not another word.” He found the loose sail next to her and yanked it out. With a toss, he covered the barrels with the sheet.
“Tie this down. This will keep the barrels and anything else in place,” Wesley said.




Chapter Four
THE SHIP GLIDED out of the protection of the dock and sailed into the churning channel. Huddled under the sail, hugging her knees, Darla thought she might as well be blind. To add to her discomfort, the aroma of beer from the surrounding barrels was overpowering in the small space.
The rise and fall of the ship had her holding on to the barrels for dear life. Large raindrops that randomly pelted Darla’s shelter intensified. The ends of her canvas hideout fluttered and hammered a beat as gusts of wind plowed into the standing barrels sending sprays of water through the spaces between them. The tight ropes holding her sanctuary together sang as they strained against the pitching of the ship and onslaught of the wind and rain.
From her hiding place, she had no sense of what happened beyond its boundary. No way to prepare for the next roll of the ship, gust of wind or drenching rush of water. Shouted orders along with the grunts and salty words of the crew reached her ears above the sound of the howling wind and crashing water.
“Take in the sail. Toss out the sea anchor. We need to keep the ship headed into the wind. Tie a bag of oil to the windward side and toss it over. Let’s hope that keeps the waves from breaking over the side.”
Water that soaked through her makeshift canopy gathered above her and rained down on her, adding to her misery. She lifted her skirt, tucked her mantle close, but the water wicked through her clothes. Soaked and tired to the bone, she gave up trying to keep dry. Drained of any warmth, she shivered and waited for her ordeal to end.
Riding up and down the swelling sea, the rise and fall of the ship continued. The limited air in her space soured. Woozy, she needed fresh air but was trapped with no way out. With her head on her knees, she closed her eyes and prayed for the journey to end.
The thundering snap of a rope, followed by the full force of the wind and water startled her from her daze. Part of the sail slid off the barrels. She grabbed at it, but the wind pulled the canvas from her hand. For a moment, she delighted in the salty air and took a deep breath. The ship lurched and the barrels protecting her came loose from their bindings and turned into crushing weapons.
Strong arms grasped her. She didn’t care if her father found her. Getting free of her prison was all she wanted.
The wind roared down the deck, sprays of water erupted from the prow as the ship bounced and rolled in the sea. Nothing hindered the man’s grip. Finally, she raised her head, but the shroud of fog blanketing the ship made it difficult to see.
Darla strained and made out dark wet hair plastered to his face. The ship shifted beneath her feet. Unsteady, he held her close, she clung to him. She didn’t have to see clearly to know who held her.
Close to his chest, she made out rivulets of blood sliding down the side of his head, but she clung hard to him. She pulled away from his chest and stretched to reach his ear with her mouth.
“You’re hurt.”
He said nothing as he moved them forward.
“You have my thanks.”
He turned and gave her a flash of a smile.
“Wesley.” She smiled at him.
“I was afraid you’d think I was Magnus.” He cupped her head and drew her to his chest. He staggered forward fighting his way against the wind to reach the entrance. Here, there was some protection from the wind. He made fast work of the door.
The wind howled outside. She let out a breath, but Wesley didn’t stop. He hurried down the narrow passageway into a cabin.
“You’ll be safe here.” He sat her in a chair then went to leave. “Whatever you do, stay inside.”
A secretive smile softened his lips before he left, closing the door behind him. She ran to the door, looked through the small hole, and watched him make his way down the passageway, his broad shoulders nearly scraping both walls.
The pitching of the ship eased. With what little strength she had left, she took off her soaked mantle and kirtle, wrung them out as best she could and hung them on the backs of chairs to dry. Her chemise was salvageable. She wrapped herself in a blanket from the footlocker and glanced around the room.
With all the chairs covered with her drying clothes, she sat on the bed.
Dry, warm, and safe, the shivering stopped, but her body was exhausted and she couldn’t work her mind to put two thoughts together. Focus on something, anything. She waited for Father. He was not going to be happy. She fought to keep her eyes open, but in the end, she lost the battle.
The image of the boy from all those years ago smiled at her. He waded into the water holding his hand out in a silent invitation. Enticed by his smile, she followed and they dove deep into the calm water.
They went deeper until the boy turned and headed for the surface. Stroke for stroke she followed, but the distance between them increased. She sped up and when she looked to see where he went, he was gone. He must be on the surface. She looked at the light above and knew she was close, but although she swam, she didn’t get any closer. Her arms reached above her head and pushed on the water as her feet kicked to propel her to the top. The surface remained beyond her grasp. She needed air. From the depths of the water, her sea dragon swam past her, encouraging her to follow. She pushed harder and kicked faster to catch him. One. More. Push. Her head popped out of the water.
She shot up in bed and gasped for air.
“What do you mean you found a stowaway? A pirate?” Father’s voice broke through the silence. An oddly primitive warning sounded in her brain. Dressed only in her chemise, she gathered up her clothes, ready to put on the wet gown until she spied her satchel by the door. How did it get in here?
Wesley.
“No. Not a pirate.” Wesley’s voice was almost as stern as her father’s.
She pulled on a dry gown, then rushed back to the bed, pulled the blanket over her head, and listened as her father entered the room.
“And you locked the thief in here, my cabin,” Father said as he moved next to the bed and yanked the blanket away.
She looked up into her father’s eyes that were stony with anger.
“Hello, Father. Are we home yet?” She plastered on a grin even though there was nothing to smile about. There was nothing for her to do but tolerate his anger.
“You,” he hollered and threw the blanket on the floor. “Wesley tells me he found you stowed away among the barrels.” He paced beside the bed. “How did you get there? Didn’t I tell you to go back to the castle? You’re lucky I don’t throw you overboard.”
He paced in the small space. He stopped, turned and faced Wesley.
“Did you know she was aboard?”
“Maxwell. I noticed something amongst the barrels and found Lady Darla.” He gave her a quick wink.
Maxwell took her clothes from a chair and tossed them on the floor then slammed his body into a seat.
“Which question do you want answered first?” She tried to be matter-of-fact, but that was next to impossible with Wesley leaning against the door, ankles crossed, and a devilish smile on his face. The mystery in his smoldering eyes summoned her and started a fire that went from her cheeks, down her neck, and beyond.
“I don’t think I can help you with this stowaway. With the weather calm for the moment, I’ll be on deck helping Richards.” Wesley left the room.
She got out of bed, picked up her clothes, and took the chair on the other side of her father’s desk. All the while she tried to think of something to say.
“It’s not like you to be so …” Her father struggled to find a word.
“Determined,” she finished for him. Her father’s eyes flashed. He leaned forward. For a moment she didn’t know what to make of his expression. He had never struck her, but she had never defied him so openly.
“Has Ewan treated you well? Is there anything amiss at Dundhragon?” Flecks of spit exploded from his mouth as he spoke.
She let out a breath she didn’t realize she held.
“No, Father. Lord Ewan, Lady Eugena, and Maria have treated me as one of their own.” She bent toward her father and held his hand. “I need to go home. That’s all.”
He rose and yanked his hand away before once again pacing, this time behind his desk. She remained silent. This was a side of the man she’d never seen and had no idea how to handle. Should she apologize or hold her ground?
“Your dreams are back.” Fear glittered in his eyes. “I know you keep your visions from me, but your mother tells me. I can think of nothing else that would drive you so.”
“Yes, but the dreams are not about home. I thought it was Magnus, but now I’m not sure.” She searched his face and let out a sigh of relief as the lines relaxed on his forehead and his shoulders lowered.
“What of Magnus?” he asked.
“It won’t end well for him.” Her voice trailed off.
He stood by the glass case. Darla waited, unable to make out his thoughts. After several heartbeats, he faced her.
“Is there anything to stop what you perceive?” he asked.
She shook her head. “I don’t know how or when, only that by the end of the year, Maria will be a widow.” It surprised her she could be so matter-of-fact about someone’s life.
“Now I understand why you want to go home. You’ve tried to interfere with destiny before and have never succeeded. Why try now?” His defeated voice matched how she felt.
He was right. She’d tried before to stop calamities, divert the outcome. But Magnus wasn’t her only concern. She worried about her father and the storm. She knew she could save him.
“Do you have any idea what it’s like to know a tragedy is going to happen and not be able to take action? As long as I have these visions, I must try. Mother is the only one who can help me untangle the meaning and possibly change fate.” Her voice was soft, almost a whisper.
“I suppose you do. I can’t turn the ship back. We’ve gone too far. If this steady wind holds, we’ll be home before moonrise.” He came around and leaned on his desk. “You must stay in here and not leave the cabin. My crew knows you, but I can’t vouch for Lord Ewan’s men.”
She nodded her acceptance. Seamen were a superstitious lot. They wouldn’t start a voyage on a Friday or whistle on a boat for fear they’d conjure up a storm. They certainly didn’t want a woman on board. That would make the sea gods angry. Nor did they want witches. That wouldn’t stop some men from taking her birth veil for their own protection and throwing her overboard.
“I’ll stay here,” she said.
“Since you’re here, I want you to look at some amber I bought.” Her father slid the small compartment open and took out a metal box.
He opened the lid and lifted out a pouch. Placing a black velvet cloth on his desk, he spilled the pouch’s contents on to the black square.
A heartbeat or two passed while she stared, unable to speak. She reached out and touched the green amber. To Darla, every stone contained a message. These stones were no different. She held them in her hand and closed her eyes.
“Compassion, beauty, and love. Who are they for?”
“Ewan wanted something special for Maria.”
“The amber will make a beautiful necklace. They offer protection and healing. There may be enough stones for a circlet as well. That would make Maria laugh. I’ve been teasing her about marrying a king.” Her eyes never left the stones.
“Would you like to create the pieces for her? I think it would please Maria if you made it.” She looked up at him, glad they were on happier terms. “There are some pearls you may want to use.”
“Yes,” she said as she spilled out the pearls and examined them. “These have a blue-green sheen that would work well with the green amber.”
She laid the gems in a pattern on the velvet cloth, seven oval stones in a fourteen-inch sweep. The middle stone was positioned vertically with three stones on either side set horizontally. Short strings of three pearls were placed at the corner of each gem to join the stones.
“Lovely,” he said. “You should have plenty of time to complete it while you’re home. I must go and help on deck. Lock the door behind me,” he said his hand on the footlocker.
“Father, what do you know of Mr. Mills?”
“He’s a silk merchant who has made his own way in life. He’s recently from England and the Battle of Evesham where King Henry defeated de Montfort and the other barons.”
“He’s a soldier?” Her brows wrinkled in deep thought. She didn’t miss his toned muscles, but the man she met was not a soldier.
“His skill at negotiating is his weapon. He’s a close friend of Prince Edward. De Montfort held the prince hostage after defeating him and Henry at the Battle of Lewes. The prince escaped with the help of Wesley and his sailors. Edward kept Wesley at his side until de Montfort was defeated at Evesham.
“He’s a wealthy merchant liked by the King, which leads to admirers and detractors. He trades in silk and we’ve crossed paths mostly in London. Why do you ask?”
“He got me safely away from my hiding place among the barrels when the rope snapped.”
She handed her father a dry coat from the footlocker.
“Maybe he likes saving people, although in the English court he is known best for the women on his arm and his privateering in Spanish waters for the king out of the Cinque Ports.”
His unexpected response took her by surprise. English? “I never suspected Wesley to be an English sympathizer or a privateer.”
“His father was English, supplied silks to the royal court. His privateering came about by accident.” Maxwell chuckled as he took off his wet coat. “His crew was kidnapped and his goods were stolen. He was determined to get them back. In the end, he saved his crew and retrieved his silks. The activity suited him.”
She helped him slip into the dry coat.
“Now, lock the door when I leave. We should be home soon.”
She turned the lock and leaned her back against the door. She imagined him fighting for his crew and cargo. Darla wasn’t surprised he rescued his crew and his silks. Wesley’s body was built for … heat rose up her neck to her cheeks. Her eyes half-closed, she imagined the strength and comfort of being in his arms.




Chapter Five
DARLA STOOD AT the small window. The tempest moved down the coast. The stiff wind that hurried behind it left large patches of clear sky. The reflection of the setting sun on what remained of the storm clouds painted them shades of red and orange.
Insh Island was ahead. They weren’t far from home; it was a quick sail through the narrow Easdale Sound to Ellenbeich’s dock. She moved away from the window, straightened her gown, put on her belt, then gathered her wet garments.
“Ship off the larboard side.” It must be the Trade Winds. She dropped the clothes in her hand and rushed to the window. Why would the ship anchor here when they were close to port?
“Get your hands off me.” It was her father’s voice. She rushed to the door.
“Maxwell, you need to get in your cabin. Stay in there and don’t come out.”
“Really, Wesley.” Her father sounded indignant. “I will defend my ship.”
“We’re not going to be lucky this time, not with Lord Ewan’s soldiers on board. They are primed for a fight. We need every man on deck, none can be spared here. You must stay and protect your daughter.”
Darla threw the latch and opened the door. The shock of seeing Wesley in his soaked shirt caused heat to sear through her cheeks and for a heartbeat she thought her face was on fire. He didn’t appear to be embarrassed. Quite the contrary, he acknowledged and appeared to enjoy her discomfort with a small smile that played across his lips.
“Darla, go back into the cabin and stay there.” Maxwell turned from her and grabbed Wesley’s arm, trying to move past him. “Out of my way.”
Wesley didn’t budge. Her father stood motionless in the doorway. She thought he would scold the man into submission. Instead, he let loose a sound punch to Wesley’s mid-section.
Wesley raised an eyebrow. He looked at her father then his stomach. She was aghast that her father’s blow did nothing. Wesley turned his attention to her with a look of regret. Without warning, he balled his fist and hit Maxwell’s jaw.
Darla screamed with her whole body, her eyes wide with horror, her mouth rigid and open, her fists clenched, her nails digging deep into her palms. Frozen in place for several heartbeats, all she could do was stare.
Her father’s head flayed back then righted itself, a startled look on his face before he crumbled in Wesley’s arms.
She rushed to his side.
“I did it for his own good. He’s not a fighter. We’re sure to be boarded and I can’t take a chance Maxwell will be skewered by a pirate. He’s too valuable to lose. He mustn’t be on deck. I promise you he’ll be fine. Now, help me move him inside,” Wesley said.
He half-carried and dragged her father through the door, and with her help put him on the bed. Wesley hurried to leave.
Her head was a jumble of thoughts, her body a tangle of feelings and emotions. There were no visions. She didn’t need them to know she was afraid for him.
He started to pull the door closed. She put her hand on his.
Everything came to a halt.
All she heard was her breath, its rhythmic inhale and exhale. He would keep them safe. It was a fact, not a question. She knew it as well as she knew her name. She blinked at the sound of Richards shouting orders, the anxiety above deck intense.
He looked at her hand, then raised his head and stared into her eyes.
“Stay safe.” She released his arm. Come back to me.
He gave her a curt nod.

WESLEY HURRIED ALONG the passageway. If he dwelled on Darla’s soft touch and words that echoed in his head, he would be lost. Instead, he pushed them away and by the time he reached the deck, all his thoughts were focused on the Sea Diamond.
He ran up the ladder to the helmsman. The man’s arm muscles bunched with strain, the veins on his arms prominent as he held the tiller in place. Three crewmen stood in front of him at the small mast primed for action.
Richard reached for the rigging and then made eye contact with Wesley. “Ready?”
With a bleakness settling around his heart at the thought of the upcoming battle, he responded. “Ready.”
The crewmen in front of him unfurled the triangular sail.
“To lee.” Wesley hollered above the snapping sheet, singing lines, and tackle.
The captain and his crew pulled, shifting the yardarm to larboard. The men at the small mast anchored the sheet a few feet above the deck. As he expected, the sails filled with wind.
The rudder needed to be adjusted, but not quite yet. With his hands and the helmsman’s on the tiller, he paused for three heartbeats. He waited until the pirate ship crossed an imaginary line. Timing. It was the difference between victory and defeat.
“Now.” His voice ripped the air. The crew responded, each at their task.
He and the helmsman moved the tiller to port. The ship surged ahead in a tight graceful arc, catching the pirate ship off guard. The Sea Diamond headed straight for the smaller ship.
Lord Ewan’s soldiers mustered into position at the arrow slits inside the castles as well as along the side of the deck. Richards joined him at the helm.
“You plan to ram him?” Richards’ voice was full of concern.
“With this strong wind and his light boat, he’ll skim across the water. We dare not waste time avoiding him. He won’t come into the channel so close to the port. We gamble on surprise. Pass him and leave him in our wake. It’s the best we can do to avoid being boarded.”
Richards nodded as the birlinn got caught in the Sea Diamond’s wake. They were close enough to the pirate ship to hear their taunts and curses. One man stood taller amongst the others and said nothing.
“I hope you’re right. I wouldn’t want to come up against that man,” Richards said.
Wesley looked over at the ship. His eyes locked on the pirate captain.

DARLA CLOSED AND locked the door, her forehead resting on it. She lifted her head, peeked through the hole, and watched Wesley hurry down the passageway. Come back to me.
The sounds of rushing feet that echoed through the wood stopped, replaced by a deadly silence. She sat by her father and waited and listened.
Wesley and Richards shouted their commands.
The ship surged forward and started to turn. Papers on the desk slid off. Tankards fell to the floor. Darla rushed to her father and held him to keep him from falling off the bed. The only sound was the wind as the ship gracefully turned in the water.
Unable to remain still, she peeked through the window and glimpsed the pirate ship sail close to them. The pirates circled great grappling hooks above their heads then let them loose. The sound of the iron hooks bouncing off the hull gave her hope. But other hooks dug in deep, deep enough for the men to pull their boat alongside.
Movement on the bed made her rush to her father. The bruise on his chin darkened, but he slept on. She would protect him.
Screams and shouted orders broke the silence. Metal clashed against metal. Running feet thundered around her. Helpless, she searched the boards above and followed the sounds. Shouting. Screaming. Running.
The clash of swords in the passageway drew her to the door. One look through the hole was all she needed. With her stomach in knots, she looked out in horror. Wesley stood between her and a pirate. If others came to the pirate’s aid, Wesley would be overtaken and killed. The fight had to end before that happened.
She stepped back and glanced around the room. Nothing. Then her eye landed on the antique case with the ancient ax and jeweled knife.
The clang of swords in the passageway increased. She looked at the door, then the case. Saving Wesley was her only thought. With her skirt wrapped around her fist, she smashed the glass and sent shards everywhere.
Bodies banged against the door. She grabbed the long knife, pulled it out of the jeweled sheath, and unlocked the door. With a glance out the small hole she saw Wesley had pushed the pirate back, but just barely.
Darla pulled the door open, crashing it against the wall. Both men pulled up for a moment, startled to see her. The knife in her hand was poised. Her only thought, save Wesley.
Time slowed. The startled expression on the men’s faces froze. Surprise was on her side. With her full weight, she reached over Wesley and thrust the knife at the pirate. Wesley brought his shoulder up. Her reach compromised, her knife still pierced the pirate’s arm badly. The noise around her resumed. Wesley pushed her back.
The startled pirate stood motionless. She looked into his eyes filled with contempt and hate and saw the face of the boy on the shore, the one that couldn’t reach his friend. The pirate touched his arm, smearing it with blood. He pulled his hand away and examined his fingers in disbelief.
Wesley grabbed the knife from her. He pushed her into the room and followed behind, closed and locked the door. He threw the knife on to the desk, its tip digging deep into the wood.
“This is a warning to you, Graeme Maxwell.” The pirate pounded on the door. “Take this back to that hell-spawn Lord Ewan. These waters are mine to command. No ship is safe, especially his. I fly the blood flag. Sail at your own risk.”
Darla started for the door. “How dare he threaten my father.”
Wesley grabbed her arm, his fingers biting into her skin.
“To the Black Opal,” the pirate roared.
She and Wesley listened to the scuffling and grunts of people rushing over the side, one splash after another as some men landed in the water and others repelled down the side of the Sea Diamond to the waiting Black Opal. Then silence.
They looked out the window as the Black Opal rowed away.
She stepped toward the desk but was halted by the iron grip he had on her wrist. He yanked her around to face him. She didn’t miss his flare of temper. It was there in his eyes, his shoulders, his face. He pulled her close, so close she could see the gold flecks in his stormy eyes. She had no doubt about his anger, but she did not fear him either.
“What were you thinking?” Wesley’s words pounced on her like an enraged boar.
“I thought to save your life.” A rush of heat ran up her neck to the top of her head.
Wesley’s chest heaved and while it was a beautiful sight, she would not be intimidated.
“You risked your life for me. Did you think I would do any less for you? That I would stand by, do nothing?” she ask.
“I thought you had better sense than to attack a deadly pirate with a flimsy …” He didn’t finish the sentence. He pointed to the very lethal looking long knife impaled on the desk.
“You could have killed yourself with that, that thing.”
“I assure you, Darla knows how to wield it.” They both spun and looked at Maxwell. His hand worked his jaw as he got off the bed.
She rushed to his side and examined his chin. Nothing appeared to be broken.
He swatted her hands away.
“We’ve no time for that. You can see to me later.” He went to the door. “Darla, stay here. Wesley, come with me.”
Wesley said nothing. She followed them to the door.
“Stay here,” both men said. “And lock the door.”
With a sigh, she did as they ordered. Alone and with the danger over, she tried to make sense of Wesley. He didn’t appear to fear a woman on the ship like other men. And her reaction to his touch couldn’t be denied. She didn’t need her gift to know he would protect her. He would always protect her. She shook her head to clear her mind. That didn’t matter. Her father and Lord Ewan had other plans.
She peeked through the window. With the remnants of the storm gone, the red and orange hues of the setting sun reflected off the ship’s wake and became more dreamlike as she was drawn into a vision.
The deeper she went into the image, the more the ship’s wake boiled. Writhing scales undulated just below the surface, raced behind the ship. Her hand went to her pouch. In a spray of water, she imagined her sea dragon breaching the surface. Her mouth hung open. Gone was her pet’s gentleness and whimsy. Before her was a lethal weapon with fangs bared, ready to strike. In an arc of color, her longtime playmate dove back into the sea.
The turbulent wake subsided as they approached the port. She moved away from the window too tired to try to understand the significance of the image.
Ropes were heaved and orders called, signaling they were docking. Moments later, there was a rap on the door. She jumped to her feet. Wesley?
She hurried to the door, swung it wide, and faced her father and Richards. The men entered. She looked beyond, but no one was there.
She lingered in hopes he would come down the passageway.
“Darla,” her father called. “Gather your things. We’ll leave for home as soon as I’m done.”
He sat at the desk with Richards and pried the knife out of the wood. Richards, his coat torn in places, his face smudged, and his knuckles raw, sat without moving.
“We must make a full report to Lord Ewan.” Maxwell opened the drawer and removed some parchment. “We can send a man. If he rides all night and takes the coast rather than the inland route he can reach Dundhragon in a day and a half. Yes, that may be best. I’ll prepare a message. You choose a man.”
“I’ll bring the message myself,” Richards said. “If Lord Ewan has any questions I will be able to answer them.”
“Are you sure?”
“You’re not planning to go anywhere. After this voyage the men need rest. I’ll return as soon as I can.” Richards sat back in the chair.
“Have you met our new soldier?” Her father nodded toward her as he started to write his message.
“Lady Darla, I understand you held off Fynn, the pirate captain. You were very brave.”
“The captain? I had no idea.” She wrapped her arms around herself and gave a small shiver.
“Be careful, m’lady. He’s not one you want for an enemy.” Richards stood as her father handed him the missive. “I’ll leave right away. All the men have gone. You’re the last on the ship.”
“Come, Darla.”
“Are you sure all the men are gone?” she asked.
“If you’re asking about Wesley, he was the first one off the ship. He went in search of Hawker. The pirates attacked the Trade Winds and picked them clean. Come now. It’s home for us.”




Chapter Six
WESLEY STOOD ON the deck of the Trade Winds beside a battered Captain Hawker, the Sea Diamond in his line of sight. The tall double mast of the ship was hard to miss among the smaller single mast birlinns docked in the harbor.
“We didn’t spot them,” Hawker insisted spitting out the words. He stood at the rail and looked down at the water. “The fog was thick in the channel. They appeared out of nowhere. They took everything. At least they left us with our lives, most of us that is. The Trade Winds been boarded before. Had some cargo taken. But we never lost a man. That Fynn is an evil one. He tore everything apart. He murdered two of my best men who tried to stop him when he came at me.”
Wesley stood in silence. He’d lost men and knew the helpless feeling too well. All he could do was let the captain talk.
“I’m sorry for the loss of your silks.” Hawker moved away from the rail. “If there is nothing else, I have two families to visit tonight. I’m not looking forward to this duty. I hope Maxwell and the Association decide to take action. You were lucky on the Sea Diamond.”
Wesley left Hawker and made his way deep among crates and bales on the dock.
“Mother will not be happy that you’re returning bruised.”
Wesley stopped at the sound of Darla’s voice and stepped into the deep shadows. He hurried off the ship to meet with Hawker, but also to avoid Darla. His reaction to her coming to his defense at the risk of her own life angered and confused him.
“What story will you tell her?”
Wesley smiled at the laughter in her voice.
“How I fought off a pirate and he tricked me, but in the end, you came to my rescue.” Father and daughter laughed as they walked by him.
After a while, when he could no longer hear them, he continued along the water. A small boat waited for him at a remote area of the dock. He released the lines, rowed into the channel, then set the small sail. The remnants of the wind hurried him along. Soon he stood on the shore of Black Island staring north toward Ellenbeich.
“There you are. I wasn’t sure you’d be here.” Fynn staggered toward him drinking out of a bottle of whiskey.
“Why wouldn’t I be here?” Wesley looked at Fynn’s blood-soaked shirt, his eyes wide with concern.
“Did Healer Jack look at you?” Wesley carefully pulled the shirt away from the wound. “By God, Fynn. The wound is still bleeding.”
“Stop your fussing.” The pirate slapped his hands away. “We just got here. We’ve had a busy day. You know I won’t let Jack near me. Besides, I’ll not let the men think that woman was able to get the best of me. If you hadn’t gotten in the way, she’d be food for the fish by now.”
“If I hadn’t gotten in the way you’d be lying on the deck, dead.”
Wesley’s anger boiled to a scalding fury at the idea Fynn would touch Darla. He took a calming breath and they walked to a flat rock where Fynn left a lantern and some food.
“I relieved Hawker of your silk,” Fynn said as he fidgeted. “Drink some whiskey and cheese, compliments of the Trade Winds.”
“In a minute. Now sit still. I can’t see what I’m doing if you’re moving.” Wesley raised the lantern higher. “You really should let a healer look at this.”
Fynn lay on a smooth rock. The whiskey bottle next to him almost drained. Wesley examined the wound.
“Why’d you stop me? I thought we had agreed to a plan. I knock you out and get the gems in Maxwell’s cabin.”
Wesley said nothing. He took the whiskey from Fynn and downed an ounce or two then staring at his brother’s wound poured a healthy amount on his patient’s arm.
“Sard off,” Fynn shouted and tried to stand against Wesley’s strong grip.
Satisfied he could see the edges of the wound, he took the needle and thread that Fynn had the good sense to bring and sewed him closed in three neat stitches. Once the bleeding stopped, he applied a thick layer of salve, put on a bandage, and offered him a hand up.
Fynn swatted it away and struggled on his own.
“Stubborn.” Wesley shook his head. “Be careful not to open the wound. You don’t want to start bleeding.”
Wesley went to the water’s edge, rinsed off his hands, and dried them on a cloth.
Fynn walked toward him as if he was on the deck of a storm-tossed boat, lurching and stumbling.
“You didn’t answer me. What were you hiding in the cabin? That witch that stuck me, the one that swims like a fish?” Fynn’s speech slurred.
The pirate snatched the whiskey from where Wesley left it and poured it down his throat, some of the golden liquid dribbling over his chin.
“She should have drowned long ago. How she got him up still alive …” Fynn mumbled and sucked on the bottle. He lifted it from his lips and searched inside. With a grimace, he tossed the empty bottle as far as he was able. A heartbeat or two later there was a splat when it hit the water.
Wesley had heard the story before. Fynn told him and his father how he tried to save the boy in the boat all those years ago. He came up for air only to catch sight of ‘the Maxwell witch’ diving and bringing up the boy after he did all the work.
Fynn waved another whiskey bottle at him.
“You want some? Hawker won’t miss it.” He brought the bottle to his lips and drank.
“No, you go on.” As if he could stop him.
Wesley was ready for Fynn to drone on. It started much the same way. Today it was with the boy he tried to save and ended with taking the blame for the family’s banishment.
There was no way to reason with him in his current state. God knew how many times he had tried. Saying anything would only make him go on.
“She stuck you so bad that you almost bled to death.” He snatched the bottle and took a swig for himself.
“I came nowhere near bleeding to death.” Fynn looked at the bloody clothes all around him, then at Wesley. “That little bitch. Wait until I meet her again. I know exactly how I’ll carve her up and throw her in the water. See if she swims then.”
“Lay a hand on her and that will be the last thing you do.” He grabbed Fynn by what was left of his shirt. “Don’t be a fool,” Wesley said. “Maxwell didn’t carry any gems of value on this voyage. Keep to the plan. We strike again once we lull Maxwell into a false sense of security. We don’t need him gathering an army to fight us.”
“While you play the hero? Just don’t become too accustomed to the role or I’ll take you down a peg or two. And I won’t be gentle with you. You want to play with the witch, use her to ruin her father. Hit him where he’ll hurt the most. That shouldn’t be difficult for you, the way you swagger around the London court.”
The ache in his jaw made Wesley realize he was gritting his teeth. “Our plans never involved Maxwell’s daughter. So leave her out of it.”
“Are you forgetting who the Maxwells are?”
No, he didn’t forget it was Maxwell, their father’s closest friend, who betrayed him and, with Lord Ewan’s help, stole their fortune. Those two thieves brought down their family, left them with nothing while they filled their coffers.
“Not all the Maxwells, just Graeme. And no, I haven’t forgotten.”
Fynn grabbed the whiskey out of Wesley’s hand and took large gulps. When he came up for air, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Good. Just keep remembering. When will Maxwell be ripe for the picking?”
“He returns to Dundhragon in a few weeks. I overheard him say he plans to bring Lord Ewan a priceless gem.”
Fynn rubbed his hands together, a sly look on his face. “That’s when we strike.”
He watched Fynn reach for his coat and wince as he put it on. “What did you do with the bolts of silk?” he asked.
“I gave them to our lord and master, the almighty MacAlpin.”
MacAlpin, the legendary Pirate King was rumored to be merciless, the type of vengeful pirate who would drown a babe in his mother’s own milk if she didn’t give him the pearls around her neck.
“Did you manage to get anything else?” Fynn asked.
Wesley took a gem out of his pouch. “I offered to pay Maxwell for my passage with this.”
“You did?” With a frown, Fynn glanced at the jewel. “Then why do you still have it?”
“He wouldn’t take it.” He still didn’t understand why Maxwell, a man known for his greed, didn’t take the stone. Puzzled, he put the gem back in his pouch.
“What game does that money grabbing thief play?” Fynn asked.
Game? That remained to be seen. So far, all he encountered was a hard-working merchant who cared for his crew and his daughter. Seeing Darla steal onto the ship was a gift. He hid her with the intention of making her indebted to him. He already had Maxwell’s confidence from their various encounters along the trade route. He didn’t anticipate any difficulty getting hers. He hoped she would give him information to use to ruin her father.
Darla.
He didn’t need to close his eyes to imagine her. At the dock, he had teased her and found her most charming. He’d almost laughed when she hid among the barrels. At that point, he should have gotten her off the ship, but her rebellion intrigued him. A selfish woman he’d thought, but when she defended him, it was an experience that left him reeling. Only one other person ever came to his defense.
None of what he learned about Maxwell coincided with what Fynn had told him these last three years. If Maxwell was ruthless, how did that explain the affection and respect the sailors obviously had for him? And the affectionate relationship he had with his daughter?
Had Maxwell changed? Did he feel remorse over his actions against his family? He doubted he would be able to hide his true colors for long.
Even a scoundrel could love his daughter. No, sooner or later the truth would come out.
“You shouldn’t have stopped me. None of Ewan’s lackeys deserve to live. The grief and misery they caused. We can’t forget that.”
The last time Wesley saw his father, on his death bed, he swore to avenge him. The begging glare in his father’s eyes haunted him and urged him on.
Fynn stumbled to his feet. “The blood flag will wave from the Black Opal’s mast. We leave no one standing. Do you understand? All of them. Every one of them.”
Fynn stood nose-to-nose with Wesley. The stench of whiskey, sweat, and dried blood was nothing new, nor was Fynn’s fit of drunkenness. So he stood his ground. Fynn pushed him hard. Wesley pushed harder and with more authority.
“Even that bitch.” Fynn stuck out his chin in righteous indignation.
“Are you done? I find your ranting quite tiresome.” Wesley was through with the tough talk. He had a mind to plant his fist on Fynn’s chin as he had Maxwell’s. “Neither you nor the crew of my ship, and I remind you, I am the captain of the Black Opal, are going to kill another person. You and the rest of the crew take your orders from me. Is that clear? You would have everyone dead without a coin in your hand if it wasn’t for me.”
Fynn glared at him with narrowed cold eyes but accepted the truth.
“MacAlpin expects more from us than empty promises. You said there were gems. Good thing Hawker and the Trade Winds came by or we’d have nothing to bring him. May not be the gems we promised, but it’s better than nothing. How can we prove our worth to the King of the Pirates if we come back empty-handed? Where is our value to him?”
“MacAlpin doesn’t want to kill people. He wants to terrorize them. If he kills them all, there will be no one left for him to frighten or rob. Our issues with Lord Ewan are our own, not MacAlpin’s.”
Fynn waved his hand in dismissal. He stared off at the sea, his hand stroking his chin. After a while, he spun around to face Wesley.
“We can use MacAlpin to our advantage.”
Wesley stifled a groan. Was the man mad? MacAlpin was no fool.
“You play with fire if you think to deceive MacAlpin. You’re calling for an all-out war with your blood flag and declaration ‘the seas are yours to command,’ which MacAlpin won’t appreciate. You’re antagonizing our enemy. What happened to lulling them into false sense of security? Maxwell sent a report to Dundhragon. Ewan will not take your threat easily.” Wesley grew angrier with each heartbeat.
“If there is a fight, it will be Lord Ewan who sets it off,” Fynn offered off-handedly.
“No, it will be you. MacAlpin is very happy on Scarba Island surrounded by his booty. He will not be happy with a fight from Lord Ewan and his allies, in particular, his soon-to-be Viking son-in-law, Magnus, and his army of marauders.”
“That may very well be, but I will have my revenge. I will plot and plan. Ewan and all his cronies will pay for stealing Glesanda and Father’s fortune. I swore I would seek justice to our father before he died and I will see that pledge to the end. Will you go back on your word, your honor?”
They both made that pledge to their Father as he lay dying a broken and battered man. But Wesley still didn’t understand the connection. He was a good judge of character. If he followed his instincts he would end this vendetta now. He looked at Fynn’s back as the man ate the last of the cheese and gathered his things.
He idolized his father. They had both grieved when he died. But Fynn did not let up on this quest. If anything, it had gotten worse. Was his older brother more of a son than he was? No. His father always encouraged him to use his brains, not brawn.
“I know it’s hard for you to believe Lord Ewan, Maxwell and the others would bring down Father. They are fooling you just as they fooled him. Trust me. I wouldn’t hurt anyone without cause.”
Wesley stared at him, conflicted with what to believe.
“Another drink?” Fynn turned with the bottle.
“Not tonight.” Wesley stood and put on his coat. “I’m tired and need to get back to Ellenbeich.” He led the way to his beached boat.
“Let’s not argue,” Fynn said and threw an arm around Wesley. “We are the last of the family. We should stand together and see our promise through.”
Wesley stood mute.
“I’ll leave a sign in the usual place to arrange another meeting,” Fynn said and waded out to his boat.
Wesley pushed his small boat into the water and headed back to Ellenbeich. His honor pointed in one direction, his heart in another. His father was duped. Had Maxwell and Lord Ewan fooled him, too?




Chapter Seven
“I’M GLAD YOU’RE home. Three months is a long time.”
Darla took a deep breath and reveled in the sweet fragrance of home as she and her mother gathered flowers in the garden. From her vantage point overlooking the port, the day was clear enough to glimpse the Isle of Mull on the other side of the Firth of Lorn.
“Last night your father mentioned the pirate attack. Why didn’t you tell me?”
Darla tilted her head toward her mother who kept trimming the flowers.
“Father wanted to tell you himself.”
“I suspected his bruise was due to more than a fall on a slippery deck.” Her mother chuckled. “I remember nights when he came home bruised and singing. I would prefer that rather than be harassed by pirates.”
“Bruised and singing? Father?” Impossible. He was so, so controlled and stuffy, not a troublemaker.
Her mother continued down the row and after clipping several yellow iris blooms, she headed for the marigolds.
“Yes. Your father was young once.” Her mother leaned closer. “So was I.”
Keira Maxwell still looked young for her forty-two years. Her clear brown eyes twinkled when she laughed. Her auburn hair with silver strands curled halfway down her back when she didn’t tie it in a knot at the base of her neck. Her smile was honest, her hugs warm and comforting.
“Your father said you were so determined to come home that you stowed away on the ship. You could have been hurt.”
Darla stopped at the orchids, her mother at her side already putting several cut stems into her basket. “Yes, but I couldn’t let him travel without me.”
Her mother froze. The flowers in her hand forgotten.
“Visions.” Her mother spoke so softly Darla could barely hear what she said. The twinkle in her eyes faded, replaced with concern.
“The vision started three months ago when I arrived at Dundhragon. I kept seeing the same images over and over.”
“The same images.” The flowers slipped out of her mother’s hand into the basket.
“At odd times, I found myself staring into water, puddles, the well, even the bowl for my morning wash. The same image appeared.” Her mother’s smile encouraged her to go on. A deep breath and she looked at the basket of flowers, the image clear in her mind.
“The murky aura of a man’s face with a strong bone structure appeared. I didn’t know who it was, or his importance. I thought perhaps he was the man destined for me.” She paused bringing the elements of the face to mind.
“Go on.” Her mother’s gentle voice urged as she put the basket down, the pruning shears still in her hand.
“The vision isn’t my destiny, it’s Maria’s. She introduced me to Magnus, her intended husband. His face could easily be the one that haunted me. That evening, he escorted me into dinner. The moment I placed my hand on his arm, I saw his fate. Theirs will be a love match, but it will not last. He will be dead soon after they marry.” Her lips quivered. The pain for Maria was as real as if it was her own.
“I had no doubt I was right. My heart ached for Maria, but I forced myself to smile. I hope my interpretation is wrong. Perhaps their future is one of prosperity and happiness and the end I see signals something else, the birth of an heir. That is why I had to speak to you. I couldn’t stay with Maria, prepare for her wedding, and keep smiling until I had a clear answer.”
“I understand why you wanted to leave, but it doesn’t explain why you had to travel with your father, with Lord Ewan’s soldiers, no less.” Her mother’s hands shook as she laid down her pruning shears. “If pirates got a hold of you …”
The tremor in her mother’s voice tore at her heart and she hated that she was the cause of her anxiety. “I needed to speak to you. I was determined to get home the fastest way possible. Father refused to take me. He was so unbending. The trip was short, how could he deny me? He insisted returning before an oncoming storm. That’s when it came to me, your words, you cannot drown. Perhaps I was wrong. Maybe my urgency wasn’t to be home but to be on the ship with Father. If anything happened on the trip, I would be there. Don’t you see? I had to be on the ship with him.”
Darla closed her eyes for a moment’s relief, but her brows wrinkled.
Wind and water lashed at the ship as it struggled through a storm. The hull strained and shuddered as it scraped along the rocks. Locked in a windowless room on the Sea Diamond, she fought to keep clear of the crates and chests that threatened to crush her as they shifted and slid with the ship’s movement. Water crept up her legs. Out of the dark, a rope swung in front of her. Without thinking, she reached for the line and found it was attached to a pulley. She grabbed it for dear life, to find her way out.
A long, agonizing scrape echoed in the room, followed by the crashing of wave after wave. Beneath her feet, the floor slid to a steep angle and the boat stopped moving. With the water waist high, she waded toward the door, the only way out. Try as she might, the door wouldn’t budge. All around her the wood screeched and squealed. She put a tentative hand on the hull and felt the wood buckle. The boat lurched and knocked her off her feet. She slipped beneath the water and came up gasping for air.
“As above, so below. As within, so without. Give me strength to swim away. To see the light of another day. So mote it be.” With her fingertips on the pouch at her waist, she tried to take deep breaths to fill her lungs, but they didn’t work. She tried again, the water rising quickly. Still nothing.
“Darla. Darla.” Her mother took her by her arms and shook her.
Her eyes snapped open and she gasped for air.
“You’re safe. Your father is safe. You’re home.”
All she could do was nod.
“Look at me,” her mother urged as she released her grip.
She raised her head. The mask of agony on her mother’s face melted into a loving smile.
“I, too, would do anything to save your father, even stow away on a boat, if I had to. Look around. You’re home and so is your father.”
Darla smiled through her confusion.
“Does the image continue to persist?” her mother asked, holding the basket.
Darla stared at her mother, baffled until she determined her mother meant the vision of the man and not the vision of a sinking ship.
“Yes.” She licked her lips surprised she didn’t taste the brine of the sea.
“And is the image any clearer? Is it truly Magnus?” Her mother handed her flowers.
“No,” she muttered. She didn’t tell her mother Wesley’s face now filled her mind. No longer did odd bits of water spur the vision. Merely closing her eyes could summon Wesley Mills’ face.
“You can put the flowers in the basket.” Her mother tapped her arm.
Darla stared at the blooms she absently held and put them away. Her mother pulled her along toward the house.
“Eugena and Maria introduced you to many people these last three months. I’m sure it is your destiny you see.”
Darla stopped mid-step, too startled by her mother’s suggestion to say anything. Her destiny?

“RICHARDS. YOU’RE BACK quickly. Come in, come in.” Maxwell led the captain to a chair by the fire where Darla sat with her mother.
“Good eve, ladies.” The captain gave a slight bow. “I hope I’m not disturbing you. I wanted to give you my report as soon as possible.”
“Not at all, Captain. I was just telling my husband—”
“All the gossip we’ve missed these last three months.” Her father hardly got the words out before he let out a loud chortle and sat with them.
What was her father up to? Her mother was many things, a smart woman, a good companion, but never a gossip. She carried on her father’s business while he traveled, including dealing with the Association. Gossip? Idle talk and rumor. Not very reliable. Even the captain laughed.
“What news do you bring from Dundhragon?” Maxwell wiped his eyes from laughing.
Richards swirled his glass of port, watching the contents create a miniature whirlpool. “I told Lord Ewan the pirate’s words and that more soldiers were needed to protect the ships as well as the ports along the coast.”
Her father sighed. “I’m sure he didn’t take too kindly to that. He’s struggling to maintain rein over the northern isles and keep the Norse away.”
“Now I understand why he arranged for Maria to marry Magnus.” Darla inwardly shuddered as her comment brought back the vision of Magnus’ death.
Her father reached for the bottle of port and refreshed his glass. “Yes. Ewan’s focus is on politics and security. With Ewan’s help, Magnus’ position is secured. To ensure Magnus keeps a Scottish perspective, Ewan’s goal is to make certain his Norse son-in-law remains happy. He has no time to worry about pirates in his waters.”
“Lord Ewan has been pushed too far. Not only have the Trade Winds and Sea Diamond been attacked, the Black Opal raided a few of the settlements on the coast. The grumblings at the castle indicate that if Lord Ewan cannot manage the pirates—” Richards leaned toward Maxwell, his eyes cold. “How can he manage the northern islands?”
“Take note, Darla. Men grumble while women gossip,” her mother’s voice was a loud whisper.
“Your point is well taken, Keira. Gossip is not always reliable, but it leaves a perception that, as Richards says, may lead people to doubt Ewan’s ability to rule.”
“Lord Ewan must think as you do.” Richards sat back and took a sip of the port. His eyelids fluttered in appreciation of the fine spirits. “He wants the pirates brought to him for punishment. If they can’t be captured alive, dead will do.”
“I’m not surprised after what I learned today.” Her father put his untasted glass down. “I thought we had an agreement with each member of the Association. I chose this time to go east and bring back the cog because there was little trade activity. When Lord Ewan had no troops to spare to protect our ships, the Association members pledged to travel together and protect one another. As part of the Association, Allan Thomasson did agree. For some reason, he decided to go to Mull and the others, while unwilling, went with him because of the agreement.” Maxwell rose and paced in front of the hearth.
“These are not good times. There used to be twenty merchants in the Association. One by one, their ships were plundered, their livelihood destroyed. But never a life lost,” Richards said.
“Until now.” Her father stopped pacing and looked at them.
“Thomasson left port with three other ships. Their small fleet was attacked and when it was over, three ships came home. Thomasson’s didn’t. Its burned out hull was found on the beach not far from Easdale. Now the Association is up in arms. Thomasson’s brother, Justin, is at the tavern with the Association members working them up. I suspect as soon as they drink themselves some courage, they will come here and demand the Association replace the ship,” Richards said.
A wave of apprehension swept over her. She glanced at her mother who didn’t appear to be much better. Unable to sit still, Darla rose from her chair and stepped away.
“Angry mobs, even with only a few people, can turn nasty fast,” Richards warned.
“My thanks for the warning. We’ll need to hold our own until Lord Ewan can send reinforcements. His men should return to Dundhragon soon.”
“Father.” Darla stood at the window. Torch lights cast shadows into the room.
“Away from the window.” Her mother pulled her back and drew the curtains.
“Keira, Darla. Lock the door behind us and don’t open it no matter what happens.”
She looked at her mother, expecting an argument. Instead, her father and Richards walked on to the porch and her mother closed and locked the door.
“There is no need for your father to worry about us. He has enough to contend with.” Her mother lowered the lamplight. “Come. We’ll go up the back stairs.”
Without moving, she stood near the window to watch and listen. Her mother gave a deep sigh and moved next to her.
“Good eve, Dollin, Otter, Lucas.” Maxwell turned to the fourth man. “I’m sorry to hear of your loss, Justin. Allan was a good man. An honest one. He will be missed.”
“I’ll not accept your puny words,” Justin said. He stepped forward, his chin tipped up. Her father and Richards did nothing.
Dollin drew him back. “Enough Justin. We knew the risk.”
Justin pulled his arm away.
“My brother put his trust in you. I told him to take me and my friends with him. We would protect him and put an end to the pirates, the whole lot of them. Where were you when he needed you? You wanted everyone to stay in port while you traveled and sold your goods.” Darla looked on as Otter and Lucas subdued the man.
“Maxwell. Hawker told us of his encounter with the pirates.” Dollin nodded to the captain. “Richards told us about your experience as well.”
“I want to know how come Maxwell’s ship came away untouched. Not a thing taken.” Justin strained but was unable to shake off Lucas and Otter’s hold.
“We had a larger ship and carried two dozen soldiers,” Richards said. “They fought hard. If it wasn’t for Wesley Mills, all would have been lost.”
“A good man, although some think he is a privateer. Leo told us how he handled the ship and the new sail,” Otter said.
“Your ship was boarded by that pirate captain, Fynn. Your daughter was safe, your ship remains undamaged, and you live to tell about it. How is that? What deal did you make with Fynn? Or did the witch save you? I’d pay her to protect my ships as well. What does it take? A blood ritual?” Justin yanked his arms free and marched toward the house.
Darla looked at Justin’s face. It held the same contempt and hatred as the pirate Fynn. Her stomach clenched tight, her pulse erratic. Helpless, she watched.
Maxwell and Richard closed ranks and blocked his way.
“Come away.” Her mother reached for her arm.
“It’s all right. I’ve heard it before.” She searched each man’s face and let out a long sigh.
Justin turned to the others.
“They don’t scare me. I say—”
Justin fell to the ground. Dollin stood over him flexing his fist.
“You’ve said enough,” Dollin said and looked down at the dazed man.
Richards picked up Justin and threw him over his shoulder.
“I’ll make sure he gets home and sobers up.” He adjusted the weight, picked up the bits and pieces that fell out of Justin’s pockets and walked down the lane toward town.
“Richards brought news from Dundhragon,” Maxwell said, getting the men’s attention. “Lord Ewan wants the pirate captain brought to him and doesn’t care if the man is alive or dead.”
Darla had no sympathy for the pirate. She would kill the man herself for the pain and agony he’d caused everyone.
“How many men is he sending us?” Otter asked.
“The two dozen that I brought is all he can spare for now,” Maxwell said. “They’ll patrol the coast.”
“Lord Ewan’s domain is a large area to patrol. That will leave us on our own,” Dollin said, his voice getting louder with each word.
“What does he expect us to do? We’re not soldiers. We’re merchants,” Otter said.
“Hire our own soldiers. There are several. Roy Charles, Fritz Hess, Justin, and his friends,” Lucas said. “We talked about it while you were away and decided to wait and see what actions Lord Ewan plans to take. Now we know.”
Darla looked at the merchants. She knew Lucas was the most restrained, the quietest of the three. They chose the right person to present the idea.
“You have my attention.”
“If Lord Ewan can’t provide support and we’re not skilled in protecting ourselves, then we’ll hire someone who can. There really isn’t any choice. We’re local merchants with decreasing resources. We don’t own large trading companies serving the English, French, and Spanish like you, Maxwell. I’ll speak for myself. I have little money left, but I’m willing to bet it all on bringing Lord Ewan the pirate captain if that will make our waters safe.”
“He’s not alone. We are all in the same position with little left to lose. Hiring someone to protect us is our final stand,” Dollin said. “As for Justin. Our opinions are not the same as his.”
“Dollin, you have my thanks for smashing him, although I would have gotten satisfaction doing it myself,” Maxwell said.
“People under pressure do and say reckless things. But that doesn’t change why we’re here. It is not a question of if we are hiring a protector. We decided by majority vote. If Lord Ewan can’t help us, then we’ll help ourselves. Do you stand with us?”
“I do,” Maxwell said without hesitation. “Any thought who you want to hire? Roy Charles may be rough, but he’s a good seaman with soldiering experience. He would work well with Lord Ewan’s men.”
Darla looked from one merchant to the next. They spoke in soft tones amongst themselves. Otter was adamant about a point and Dollin appeared to calm him. Finally, they stepped apart.
“Charles would be an adequate choice, but he’s a cousin to Allan and Justin. We decided we don’t want that influence. We need someone who is clear thinking with a touch of daring. We approached Richards, but he had no interest. He did provide a suggestion. The more we thought about it, the more we agreed. We want to hire Wesley Mills.”




Chapter Eight
“GOOD DAY, MILLS.” Maxwell, along with the three remaining Ellenbeich Maritime Association members greeted Wesley in his library.
“Gentlemen.”
A candid conversation with Richards confirmed the grumblings in the tavern. The merchants were in trouble. His ale tasted better knowing they struggled.
The invitation to their meeting to discuss the problem with the pirates surprised him. He supposed they wanted to ask him questions about the attack, even garner some suggestions on how to proceed. How ironic and how much easier to construct their complete ruin.
“Mills, we’ll come right to the point,” Dollin said. “The Association met last night. I speak for all of us. Your performance on the Sea Diamond was outstanding and brave. Your fast action saved the ship and the people on it.”
The men around him nodded and murmured their agreement.
“I was on board and had to step in as much for myself as for the others. Don’t make me out to be more than I am.” These men weren’t looking for a braggart. A little humility would go a long way. Where was all this leading, a commendation from the Association? No, something more was at hand, a gift in coin perhaps.
“We’ve petitioned Lord Ewan for help to protect our ships and goods. He sent some relief, but his forces are stretched thin with the majority of his men in the Norse country,” Otter said.
“Your quick thinking on the Sea Diamond proved to us we must rely on ourselves.” Lucas offered the accolade.
The others around him nodded their agreement.
“We discussed hiring someone to protect our ships.” Lucas glanced at Maxwell. The leader of the Association had been quiet until now.
“The decision was unanimous. The Association would like to hire you.” Maxwell’s offer was short and to the point.
“Me? You know nothing about me.” Wesley stood with them, as humble as possible.
“You are a successful merchant and proved yourself to us,” Dollin said.
Come to their aid? Not one of them came to his father’s defense. He struggled to keep his face gentle and not give each man a scathing stare. It took all his strength not to pummel them on the spot. These men were beneath his father in so many ways. But he bit his tongue. Their downfall would be complete soon enough. His gaze landed on Maxwell.
“We know about your service to the English crown as a privateer and your involvement at the Cinque Ports,” Maxwell said. “It makes you uniquely qualified.”
“Your privateering will come in handy. Lord Ewan has demanded the capture of the pirate captain, Fynn. He wants the man brought to him alive or dead. We don’t care which.”
His brother had been tempting fate for some time. He’d lost too much to let them take his brother, too. “You want me to hunt the pirate or protect your goods?”
Maxwell cleared his throat. “No need to hunt for Fynn. As soon as we send out a ship, he will attack. Personally, I think we have one chance. If you don’t stop him, all will be lost, not only our livelihoods but our families and homes. He’s raided one of the smaller settlements along the coast and burned out Thomasson’s home. We’ve met with Lord Ewan’s commander. His men will patrol the coast.”
Impossible. He and Fynn had no plans to act like a Viking raiding party, attack villages and kill innocent people. Their revenge was against the Association, no one else. Was this some sort of trick to make Fynn their scapegoat?
He didn’t want to entertain the idea that his brother would attack the village. Fynn had better sense than to start a war. Didn’t he? His body stilled as he tried to discredit the idea, but something in the back of his mind mocked him. Scanning each man’s face, he searched for another answer, but he suddenly had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Oh Fynn. What has the fool done?
“With Lord Ewan’s men patrolling the coast, protecting our business is in our hands. Do you accept our offer?”
“Before I agree, I want you to tell me everything.”
The men nodded. The Association’s offer was a gift, better than money. These men handed him the information for their own destruction. He would know the goods they carried, their shipping schedule, and be able to plan every detail of their ruin. In addition, he could protect Fynn.
It didn’t take the merchants long to sketch out their current situation. Lucas, Dollin, and Otter’s businesses were weeks away from collapse. Maxwell was more stable, but only because of his other business dealings.
Maxwell clearly kept the Association operating with his own funds. Nowhere was there any mention of the men having to give up a percentage of their business or pay back any money. The shock of discovering Maxwell’s generosity and compassion hit him full force. Fynn must have this all wrong.
How could this be the same man that ruined his family? No, there had to be more to the story and the logical place for him to unearth it was with Fynn.
“We’ll give you ninety pounds for your services.” Lucas nodded, his chin high, his chest out. “Ninety pounds.” He stressed the number.
Wesley didn’t say anything. Not because he practiced his negotiation skills. His silence and unemotional expression came from the surprise of the princely price they offered.
No one made a sound, yet everyone was moving. Dollin rubbed the back of his neck. Otter twisted the ring on his finger. Lucas bounced from one foot to another.
Maxwell looked him in the eye. He must have come from the same school as his father. His face showed no expression.
“We will pay for your supplies, people you need, and we’ll give you fifteen percent of the sales,” Maxwell stated, then waited.
“I trade my silks as well without any payment to the Association, and I have full control of the project. If my life is on the line, I will control the risk.”
“What do you think?” Dollin, Otter, and Lucas asked Maxwell.
“The agreement is good for two months, at which time you and the Association can decide whether to continue or cancel it,” Maxwell spoke as if only the two of them stood in the room.
“The offer is attractive, worth considering,” Wesley said.
“One last item. I expect a daily report. The Association funds are limited and must be closely managed. I’m sure you understand. This is where the Association meets and where all the records are kept. If you like, you can work here.”
The room was deathly quiet. Nothing was left to negotiate. Wesley didn’t like the time constraint, although he had no intention of this project taking any longer than several weeks, a month at most. He did like access to all the records and that no one questioned his control. With so much to gain, he would be a fool to say no.
“Maxwell, you drive a hard bargain. We have an agreement.” Wesley held out his hand.
“Indeed, we do.” A broad smile lit Maxwell’s face. The others took turns sealing the agreement with a handshake while Maxwell poured a whiskey for everyone.
“To our partnership,” Lucas said and raised his glass.
Wesley downed the whiskey and put the glass on the table. “If you will excuse me, I have a few personal issues which need my attention,” he said to Maxwell. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Here at the library.”
He left through the garden and walked down the path toward the water. He needed peace and quiet. The elements of a plan were already forming in his head.
The Sea Diamond would be the lead ship. Lucas, Dollin, and Otter’s boats would be his armada. Small amounts of cargo would be stowed on one of the birlinns. They would use the Sea Diamond as a fighting fortress. Meantime, he would spend his own money flooding the market with the same goods as the Association and drive prices down. To give the Association a false sense of security, Wesley would choreograph two separate pirate attacks, which the Sea Diamond would evade. The Association’s cargo would be safely delivered each time.
On the third trip, a large amount of cargo would be on the Sea Diamond. Fynn would destroy every ship in the armada, then focus his attention on the Sea Diamond and with his help, take the ship.
A wrong turn of the rudder could easily drive the ship on to the rocks. The pirates would salvage the Sea Diamond and take it for themselves. With the cog, the trader’s birlinn ships would be at their mercy. This plan all depended on location and timing. He’d have to plan carefully to avoid any contact with Lord Ewan’s men. He didn’t want them anywhere close to Fynn and the Black Opal.
He pursed his lips and nodded, satisfied the scheme would ruin Dollin, Otter, and Lucas. The loss of the Sea Diamond would hurt Maxwell’s business, but not enough. For him, he devised a special plan.
Maxwell’s gem business demanded a pristine reputation. Wesley planned to expose him for trading fake gems and look on as Maxwell lost his business as his father had.
He hiked over the rise toward the Loch. In the distance, he saw Darla on a bench staring at the water.
“Good day,” he called as he approached.
She turned toward him. Her startled expression transformed into a welcoming gaze. He couldn’t help but smile back. She wore a white and yellow gown, her hair long and down her back. He felt the attraction as if magnets pulled them together. Pity, she was Maxwell’s daughter.
“What a pleasant surprise. Would you like to join me?” She moved over to give him room. “I find the serenity here a good place for working out problems.”
He took the seat she offered.
“What sort of problem? Perhaps I can help. The Association seems to think I’m a good problem solver.”
“Father told Mother and me the Association had a proposition for you. Did you accept it?”
“Yes. Your father can be very persuasive when he wants. Now, what is your issue?”
Darla took a green amber gem from her pouch and held it up to the sun. The clarity and sparkle were brilliant.
“I’m creating a necklace for Maria with seven stones like this one and have two designs in mind. I’m waiting for inspiration to tell me which to do. You see, in one design, each amber stone is set in a lavish gold filigree frame. In the other design, enough gold surrounds the amber to allow the pieces to be joined.”
“There’s a simple answer.” He lifted the amber out of her hand and held it up to the sun. “Green amber is rare. This is an exceptional quality. I wouldn’t hide its beauty in a fancy frame, but rather let the stone shine on its own, like the woman who will wear it.”
The green stone was threaded with streaks of silver. She tilted her head. Something primal drew her to the stone. Strength and Life were the words that came to mind.
He handed the stone back to her and took one from his pocket. “I offered this to your father to pay for my passage, but he refused to take it. Perhaps you can use the gem and make it into something special.”
He opened her hand and placed it in her palm. His fingers lingered but a heartbeat before he closed her fingers around the gem. The touch of her skin was soft and smooth which was to be expected for a lady of quality, but the shiver of excitement that rushed up his spine confused him. It left him wanting more, wanting her.




Chapter Nine
“COME,” WESLEY SAID to the knock on the door. He’d worked in Maxwell’s library for the last two weeks, going over each merchant’s trade agreements and deadlines, planning the shipping schedule. He checked one last time. Everything was in place for the Association to launch their first trip tomorrow.
“I’m sorry to interrupt you. I’ve come to get my things and will leave you to your work.” Darla whisked into the room and started to gather her tools and the half-finished necklace.
He put the papers aside and pushed his chair back to give Darla his full attention. He’d begun his crusade thinking his goal, establishing a friendship with her, was an easy one. He’d never had any difficulty attracting a woman’s attention, quite the contrary. But Darla proved to be more of a challenge.
Every morning, he arrived at the library to work and stayed until the early afternoon. She was nowhere to be seen. When he came in the evening to report to Maxwell, she and her mother sat with them and at times were left to sit together in quiet conversation.
They spoke about his project. He was surprised she understood navigation principles and trading schedules. Her astute questions helped him prepare his report to her father.
Like Maxwell, Darla was full of surprises.
“Lady Darla, please come in,” Alice, the helmsman’s wife said.
“I’m here to look at Leo’s wound.”
“Lady Darla?” Wesley shot to his feet. He’d never seen a lady of her quality enter a sailor’s cottage.
“Wesley.” She passed him on her way to see Leo.
“I just arrived and brought him a bottle of whiskey. For a fast recovery,” he said, as he followed her to the cot on the far side of the room.
“Off with your shirt, Leo. Let me see how your wound is healing.” Alice helped him ease off the garment.
Wesley looked on as she examined Leo’s wound. Her hands prodded the area around the gash with care.
“Does that hurt?” Darla said her voice soft and soothing.
“No, m’lady. The area is tender, but there’s no pain.”
“You tell her ladyship the truth,” Alice said. The woman spoke to Darla. “He keeps me up all night with his moaning.”
Darla took out a pot of salve. She smeared it on the wound then bandaged the injury.
“This should ease the pain.” Alice gave Darla a bowl of water and towel to clean up.
“You have my thanks for coming, m’lady,” Alice said.
“The herbs should help with the pain. Here, take this salve. It should be enough for tonight. Change the dressing as often as needed. I’ll bring more tomorrow,” Darla said as Alice saw them to the door.
Outside, she stretched and raised her chin toward the sun and took a deep breath. There was both delicacy and strength in her face. Her eyes were closed and her lips slightly parted. Her appeal devastated him. She innocently stood there unaware she was asking to be kissed.
“Would you like to walk by the cliff? I need some fresh air after that ordeal,” Wesley said.
She turned toward him and broke into a friendly smile. “Yes. Fresh air sounds wonderful. Would you walk me home afterward?”
“It would be my pleasure.”
“Mother doesn’t like me coming to the village alone.” She turned from him and kept walking.
“Ah, a simple business arrangement. You realize that makes you indebted to me.”
She looked at him from the corner of her eye. She couldn’t hide the lovely smirk on her lips. They kept moving on.
A pair of pliers slipped from her hand and clattered to the floor by his feet. He picked them up and handed them to her.
Now, he watched her examine her tools deciding which ones she wanted. He had to admit, he looked forward to her company. Their talks were varied and much to his surprise she asked about his family and silk business.
“My mother inherited an estate in Glesanda across Loch Linnhe. We arrived there with everything we owned. Father spoke of nothing but his silkworms. How he would cultivate them and rebuild the family business. He packed the small mulberry bushes and cared for them as if they were precious.
“We worked for weeks digging and planting. One morning we woke to tend the bushes and found them all dead. We gathered as many leaves as we could and fed the silkworms, but by the end of the week, every one of them had died.
“I made a pledge I would restore the family and our business. So far, I’ve been successful.”
“Glesanda is part of Lord Ewan’s domain. Surely he helped your father?”
He remained quiet. She wouldn’t believe Lord Ewan took Glesanda from his brother when their father died. No, her undying devotion to the man was the only subject they disagreed on. No matter what praise she professed about Lord Ewan, his mind could not be changed. Nor did he try to change hers. That wouldn’t help. His path to avenge his father was set.
“I hope I’m not bothering you,” Darla said.
“Not at all. You’re a welcome distraction.” Since he’d commandeered the library, spreading documents all over the table, she worked in the solar. He glanced at her progress with the jewelry each morning, amazed at the intricate work.
“The necklace is beautiful. Your ability to work with the stones is magical.”
She scrutinized the piece with a worried look. “Something’s missing. I’m not sure what.”
Even though the necklace was in pieces on the work surface, he had no doubt the finished piece would be breathtaking. The simplicity of the design enhanced the elegance of the gems, but Darla was right. Something was missing.
“Perhaps we should sit by the water for inspiration.” He gestured toward the garden door.
The smile on her face lit her eyes. He waited in anticipation, but she stared at the necklace, deep in thought. His lips pressed tight, he let out a heavy sigh.
She lifted the board.
“I feel guilty taking your workplace.” He took the board out of her hand and placed it back on the table. “The documents are all corralled. There is more than enough room for us both to work in here.”
He pulled the chair out for her and waited.
Slowly, she lowered into the seat. “Thank you.”
“Excellent.” He went back to her father’s desk, happy that he made some small progress.
He bent to his work and studied the documents on the desk. From time to time, he glanced toward her to see her engrossed with her work. There was a genuine sense of comfort and ease working side by side. Pirates and revenge were the furthest things from his mind.
“Wesley,” Maxwell said, entering the room.
“Darla, how good to find you here. Your mother is looking for you.”
She dropped her tool at the unexpected intrusion. “If you will excuse me.”
Darla brushed past Wesley. A streak of heat raced up his arm when her hand on her skirt touched his. Her move was daring and intentional. He gave her fingers a slight squeeze before she moved past. His gaze followed her as she left and closed the door behind her.
Wesley turned his attention to Maxwell. The man’s eyes burned into him.
“My daughter is quite a wonderful woman with many hidden talents. She is also young, innocent, and promised to another.”
He couldn’t tame his face fast enough to hide his anger.
“You misunderstand. I assure you, your daughter is a friend, a sister. Nothing more.” He should be happy with Maxwell’s reaction. If her father could perceive the attraction, Darla must sense it, too.
No, the man didn’t think he was good enough for his daughter. What would he think if he had any idea his real last name was Reynolds?
Maxwell eased his stance and looked out the window where Darla walked the path to the garden workroom.
Whispers of Lord Ewan seeking a husband for Darla ran rampant in Dundhragon. He was marrying off his daughter for political gain, why not Darla. So why did it bother him when Maxwell confirmed the arrangement?
“Congratulations,” Wesley said.
Maxwell turned to him. “Please don’t mention it to her. She’s aware of the intention, but not that someone has been selected. Now, are we ready for tomorrow?”

DARLA STOOD IN the garden workroom gathering an herbal remedy. She poured the cooled concoction into a small pot. Leo would be out of salve. He needed the herbal today.
She took the pot and went to the library, hoping to find Wesley so he could go with her. She stopped short, disappointed. Wesley was nowhere to be seen. She didn’t want to admit it, but she enjoyed their time together. There were no pretenses. They were both comfortable with each other. Perhaps he was in the garden, but a look about proved he wasn’t there either.
Disappointed, she mulled over what to do. She was fortunate yesterday. No one saw her leave the house and everyone saw her return with Wesley. Mother assumed he had escorted her to the village. Dare she try that again or wait for someone to go with her? Leo would be in pain if she didn’t get him the medicine.
Spiders, snakes, or the dark didn’t scare her. She was a grown woman who could take care of herself. If she left now, she would go and be back before anyone realized she was gone. Her decision made, she wrapped herself in her shawl.
Darla went along the garden lane that met up with the path into the village. People hurried past her, chattering on their way. Others by themselves kept their heads down and moved on.
Bits and pieces of conversations with Wesley during their walks in the garden came to mind. Mulberry leaves and silkworms, London and Paris. He told her about fashions and the English court. They laughed together when he designed a plan to take her to meet the king.
How amazing they found so much to say. They argued, negotiated, and teased each other. And, she looked forward to the next day.
As she walked on through the village, she recalled how he saved her on deck during the storm and how frightened she was for him when he fought the pirate captain.
With closed eyes she imagined his touch. Was she brazen to stroke his hand before she left the library? She didn’t expect him to squeeze her fingers, but his small display of affection made her heart soar.
She arrived in the village to long shadows created by the setting sun. People hurried about eager to get home. As she went farther down the lane, a sense of urgency rippled across her shoulders. She checked to make sure she had the salve, then crossed the lane. The cottage was further up the alley.
Movement in the shadows across the way made her stop. Her heart jumped into her throat. Now was too late for her to think she should have had someone come with her.
Who was there? She was determined not to back away. She blinked, trying to adjust to the darkening light. Wesley? She was about to let out a sigh of relief until she spied someone with him. He had his arm around a woman and held her close.
Her breath, her light, her spirit drained out of her until she was empty. But still, she watched them for some perverted reason.
His head tilted close to the woman. Darla stretched her neck as if offering herself to him. She pursed her mouth as Wesley’s lips drew closer to his goal. At the last moment, she closed her eyes, unwilling to see them kiss. Her heart pounded. Her spirit empty. She opened her eyes hoping the vignette was an illusion. Frozen in place, she stared into Wesley’s eyes.
Her throat burned as she widened her eyes to stop the tears. Caught, her heart twisted, she turned and hurried up the lane, any place as long as it took her away from him. But there was no way to remove the image. He had every right to be with whomever he pleased.
Her pace slowed. Why not me? Tears traced down her cheeks. She wiped them away as fast as they fell. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. He owes you nothing and you owe him less.
Leo’s cottage was not too far ahead. With every step her anger grew. Not at him, but at her foolish musings. He’d made her no promises. He was kind, listened, and made her laugh.
She came to the end of the lane and stopped.
Justin and one of the men from the village stood in front of her.
“Look who’s here. The witch.”

A PRICKLY SENSATION ran across Wesley’s back. Before he lifted his head from whispering to Therese, thanking her for the pearl, he knew Darla stared at him.
“What is it?” Therese asked as she turned and followed his gaze. “Who was that?”
“A friend.”
“I don’t think she’s too happy.” Therese pulled her shawl around her.
He hardly made out her words. Before he realized he was going after Darla he was halfway up the lane.
What was she doing, spying on him? When he got a hold of her, he would tell her a thing or two. He rounded the corner and hurried up the lane.
There. Her body shifted and he noticed someone with her. Who was she talking to?
Wesley got a good look. Justin. The man’s clothes were stained, his hair greasy. His sunken eyes were threaded with scarlet so densely they appeared pink.
“Look who’s here. The witch.”
Darla didn’t move. She didn’t flinch.
Curses fell from Wesley’s lips as he raced forward.
“Come on. Leave her alone.” Justin’s friend pulled on his arm, but Justin wiggled out of his hold.
“Are you afraid of a little spell? I tell you all we need is a little of her blood, dab it around the boat, and we’ll be protected. You can’t back down now. You hold her and grab that little pouch around her waist she’s so fond of. I’m told she always carries it.” Justin took out his knife and waved it at her.
“As above so below. As within so without,” Darla chanted with her hands raised and fingers stretched pointing to them. “Let me see, how to finish the curse. I can make you into toads. No, that won’t do. You’d give the little creatures a bad name. Something more particular to you.”
She looked at the sky and tapped her finger on her cheek. The two men bounced from one foot to the other and grew paler by the minute.
“Ah yes. I can make your ballocks fall off. Of course, I’m not proficient with this spell, so you’ll never know when it will happen, when you bathe, relieve yourself, or other more intimate times.”
A well-practiced evil grin spread across her face that left no doubt she enjoyed the torment she inflicted. She stretched her arms and flexed her fingers reaching toward the two men.
“Yes, that will do.”
Justin’s friend took off running down the lane. Darla lowered her arms.
“Oh, what a pity, your friend has left you and the curse is specifically for two people.” Her brow wrinkled. “Ah, but I’m sure I can refocus it all on you.”
Darla raised her hands again. This time she pointed at Justin’s crotch. Her expression turned intense as she glared at him. The drunk squirmed. His eyes lit with fear. Slowly, he lowered his knife.
Wesley took advantage of the man’s preoccupation and worked his way behind him. As soon as he was in place he tapped the drunk on the shoulder.
Justin gave a small yelp. When he turned, Wesley threw a right fist across his chin and laid him flat. Satisfied the man was out, he marched over to Darla and grabbed her hand.
“Where are you going? What were you thinking? And what is this nonsense about casting a spell?”
“You sound like my father. In what order do you want me to answer those questions?”
Her angry tone startled him. Did she think she could stop Justin’s attack with words?
“What I do is none of your concern.”
A man just threatened her life and it was none of his concern? She turned to move on.
He caught her elbow and hauled her around to face him. Her anger was evident, but he wasn’t sure if it was due to what she witnessed between him and Therese or his action with Justin. She stared at him and said nothing. He didn’t move. He could be just as obstinate.
She shook her hand free of his grip.
“He thought I was a witch so I obliged him.” She stormed away, heading toward Leo’s cottage.
“One minute, I’m not done.” He caught up with her.
“Ballock,” Wesley’s voice was low. “What do you know about, about that?”
She stopped so abruptly he bumped into her.
“It’s a man’s most valued possession. Threatening that would make him reconsider his actions.” She moved on.
He had to stop from reaching for his crotch. Her words almost made him laugh. He couldn’t help but admire her quick thinking. But he wasn’t finished. He hurried to catch up with her.
“Now I understand why your parents don’t want you out alone. You terrorize people.”
She turned her head and gave him an icy stare. She raised two fingers and laid them on his chest. “Every time you kiss a tart, may she leave you with a broken heart.”
He stared at her aghast at her words, then threw back his head and let out a great peal of laughter.
“You may dismiss Justin’s threats as much as you like, but he drew his knife. Your parents’ fear is not imagined. It is very real.”
“Must I repeat? The incident is no concern of yours. I’m capable of taking care of myself no matter what my parents, or you, think. There was no need for you to come after me.” She stopped at Leo’s door.
“That may be so, but I will stay with you and see you home. Threatening a man’s manhood can make him very angry. What did Justin mean your blood could protect his ship?”
Darla raised her hand to knock on the door, but he grabbed it.
“Do you know what a caulbearer is?” she asked without looking at him, but her slight trembling told him she was not as strong as she wanted him to think.
“Yes, I do.” Of all the answers for her to give, he didn’t expect her to declare she was a caulbearer. Born under the veil gave him a new perspective. “That’s why he called you a witch. Many a sailor has given their last penny to buy the birth veil. If he knows you’re a caulbearer he also knows it’s not your blood that will prevent drowning.”
He released her hand. It remained upturned, stiff as a marble statue, poised to knock on the door. Her expressionless face never wavered.
Her resolve, he suspected, came from other similar incidents. No, her reaction spoke for itself. She’d been called a witch before. But from the edge of fear in her eyes, she hadn’t expected Justin to make an outright threat against her life.
This was worse than he thought. He’d witnessed witch hunts in Europe—angry mobs dragging women and children to towers, throwing them off and telling them to fly. The memory made him ill.
“You have my thanks for coming to my rescue, but please. I don’t want to interrupt your liaison.” Again she tried to knock on the door. Again he grabbed her hand.
“You didn’t interrupt anything.”
“Perhaps not, but I found my presence awkward.” His glance focused on her trembling lips. She went on. “I had thought … never mind what I thought. I was wrong.”
She looked down at the packet in her hand.
“What did you have wrong?”
Her chest heaved and she squared her shoulders as if some great weight was lifted. Still she refused to look at him.
“From your actions I thought we were getting to know each other on another level. I was wrong. You enjoy the sport.”
Her words hit him hard. Never had a woman called him out. Rather than her letting lose her emotion, it gathered around her like armor. It made him feel small.
“Well, that proves what a terrible caulbearer I am since we’re supposed to have insight into the future. My crystal ball didn’t show me you with—”
“My brother’s wife, Therese.” Not a total lie. His hand brushed the pouch at his waist. He didn’t tell her about the pearl Therese gave him in exchange for a drawing of her necklace.
Darla turned and merely stared at him unable to speak.
“I was surprised to see her. She brought news of my family.” He gave her a moment to gather her thoughts.
“Are they well, your family?” she said, in a gentle tone.
“Yes. Thank you for asking. Let’s go inside and help Leo. Then, I’ll take you home.”
“I am capable of taking care of myself, but I appreciate you seeing me home.”
Relieved and confident he had controlled the situation, Wesley raised his hand to knock. She grabbed it and turned to face him.
“But you must admit, Justin and his friend were scared, weren’t they?” Darla’s wide grin made him laugh.
“Remind me not to make you angry.” He knocked on the door.

“YOU HAVE A way with healing.” He walked with Darla as they made their way through the empty lanes to the road that led home.
“I do what I can.” They continued on in silence.
“I was thinking of your necklace.” He reached into his pouch. His hand around the large pearl Therese had given him. “You mentioned you needed something to complete it. Perhaps this would do.”
Wesley placed the large teardrop shaped pearl into her hand.
She stopped and stared at the gem, then at him. Her lovely mouth opened, but nothing came out.
“I can’t take this.” She pushed it at him. A small frown wrinkled her brow.
“It would be perfect hanging from the center amber.” She looked at him and the beginning of a smile tipped the corners of her mouth and widened.
“Yes.” Her voice was filled with a gentle softness. She looked at the pearl. “Perfect.”
“Then it’s yours.” He closed her hand around the gem. They continued on. He marveled at her face lit in an intoxicating smile. His spirit soared, lifted by her surprise and excitement.
As they turned the corner to approach the house, he pulled her behind him and stopped.
She peaked around him. “Why are there soldiers here?”
“I’m not sure.” Had Fynn done something? Had someone uncovered their plot?
“Come on. Your father is with them.” They hurried up the path to him.
“You have my thanks for escorting her home,” Father’s voice shook the entryway.
“Why are there two of Lord Ewan’s soldiers at the door?” Darla asked, not looking at his face, but rather at the fine mosaic spiral on the entryway floor.
“I thought you were smarter than this. How could you put yourself in such jeopardy? We’ve been sick with worry not knowing where you were.” Her father approached before she could get farther than the door. He stood tall, his clenched hands at his side, Mother not far behind.
“I had no intention of worrying you. I simply took a salve to Leo.” She looked from her father to her mother. “He would be in great pain if I didn’t bring it to him.”
Her answer should have been enough.
“You are not to leave this house. Do you understand?” Her father stepped closer, his voice lashed out, cold and commanding.
“I assure you—”
“Enough.” He slammed his hand on the door jamb. “Someone tossed rocks through the library windows.”
“When we couldn’t find you anywhere, we didn’t know what to do. Your father secured the house and was ready to organize a search party. That’s why there are two soldiers at the door,” Mother said.
Deep lines marked her mother’s face. Her father’s looked much the same. Ripples of guilt washed over Darla for causing them pain by her reckless behavior. Her drive was to get Leo the medicine, but when she’d witnessed Wesley kiss the woman, she hadn’t cared about anything, not her parents and not herself.
Look who’s here. The witch, echoed in her head.
“Justin. I wish I had put a spell on him,” she muttered.
“What’s that about Justin?” her father demanded.
Her mother pushed past and grabbed her shoulders. “What spell?”
She glanced at Wesley, who stood next to her. Thankfully, he let her deal with the situation.
“On my way to the cottage, I had words with Justin and one of his friends. They both had too much to drink. Nothing important.”
“What words?” her father roared. His outburst made her shoulders quake. She glanced at Wesley. He didn’t say anything, but if she didn’t tell her parents, she was sure he would.
Justin’s type of intimidation was nothing new. Whether here or in Dundhragon, she learned quickly to strike back and not become a victim. But this time was different. Never was she so distraught. Never did she threaten to curse anyone. Never was she so brazen and cared nothing about her safety.
The image of Wesley with the woman persisted. But the way she reacted was so wrong. Her jealousy. Her vulnerability. Never had she wanted a man’s attention, Wesley’s attention, so strongly. She looked at Wesley, then her father.
She saw no way to protect her parents from the truth.
“He called me a witch,” she said, her voice unsteady. A gasp from behind her father made her look up. Her heart ached at the mask of fear on her mother’s face. She focused on her father, afraid what he would say next.
He said nothing.
She steadied herself. She had to tell them everything.
“He called me a witch, so I threatened to cast a spell.” She straightened her back, her voice ringing clear.
Father’s gaze snapped to Wesley.
“Where were you when this happened?”
“Running up the lane to stop her,” Wesley said.
She picked up Wesley’s hand and showed her father his knuckles.
“Wesley stopped Justin.”
“Do you have any idea what you have done? All Justin has to do is tell a few of his friends what you said, whip them into a frenzy, and they’ll be here declaring you a witch. You’re to stay in this house and not leave, not even the garden. We must get you away.” Her father raked his hand through his hair, his other hand at his waist.
Wait, how did this go from an encounter with a drunk to her being confined to the house? Exiling her? She closed her eyes. Her anger made her impulsive and reckless. All for nothing.
“Wesley, how soon can the Sea Diamond be ready to sail?” her father asked. “I want Darla taken to Dundhragon and put under Lord Ewan’s protection.”
“I will not be held prisoner. There have been others like Justin with their accusations. I will not let him or anyone else make me cower or make me a victim.” She took a step forward. “I will move about with caution, but I will not hide.”
Wesley turned her toward him.
“That is admirable, but Justin didn’t threaten to use words against you. He threatened to use his knife.” Wesley turned away from her and faced her father. “I agree that for her safety, Darla needs to leave Ellenbeich. With the pirates attacking our ships, we need the protection of the Sea Diamond. We cannot risk taking Darla in a birlinn. Richards should be back from Dunvegan with the Sea Diamond in two days. I’ll have the ship ready to sail on the morning tide the day after.”
She glanced at her mother who stood close. Her father’s face was ghostly pale. Wesley had no right to scare her parents. She whipped around to tell him this was none of his concern but froze.
Fear, stark and vivid glittered in his eyes, along with a good dose of anger and determination.
How did she let her temper get the best of her? She knew better than to threaten Justin.
“Your father received news from Lord Ewan summoning you to return. Your leaving will not appear to be unnatural.”
“I’ll go to the tavern to hear what grumblings are bantered about. Hopefully, we can stop rumors before they start,” her father said and moved toward the door.
“I’ll go with you,” Wesley said.
“You have my thanks,” she said in a soft voice before he walked out. A flash of understanding lit his eyes.
“Lock the door behind us. Keep the candles out down here.” Wesley followed after Maxwell.
She closed the door after they left and put the bar in place.
“You shouldn’t have said anything. These are very superstitious people.”
Her mother was right. Darla sighed. “I know.”
“I’m glad Wesley went with your father and that he’s taking you to Dundhragon. I don’t trust anyone else.” Her mother gave her a smile and went up the stairs. She stopped and turned toward Darla. “Think about what your father said. I’ll be in my room.”
The shouting was over. The men were gone. She stood alone in the entryway, the stark silence deafening. Her home was under attack and her father was off to defend the family. She had no idea what role Wesley played. Why was he here? Why did he appear to care about her? She had no answers.
She went into the library and sat at the table. No candles, no working on the necklace.
“As above, so below. As within, so without. I ask that no one raise an arm and that no one comes to harm. So mote it be,” she rocked back and forth as she chanted over and over.
She had no visions of what her father and Wesley faced. Just black emptiness. Only Dundhragon filled her mind.
Lord Ewan’s summons could only mean one thing. He’d found a suitor for her. The idea of an introduction pleased her parents and she understood her obligation.
She left the library and climbed the staircase to her room, her feelings jumbled. Her thoughts filled with Wesley’s soft touch, his teasing words, their playful conversations, his anger at Justin, and his face in the vision.
From the top of the stairs, she looked down at the entry floor. The different colors of the spiral mosaics turned and flowed. A dragon. If only her dragon could save her. She moved to her room. Why did she agree to an arranged marriage? How could she hide who she was, a witch? How could she ever think that marrying someone she never met was a good idea? She let out a deep breath. How could she be with anyone but Wesley?




Chapter Ten
CLOUDS DOMINATED THE morning sky with shifting patches of blue sprinkled here and there. Though the clouds were mostly white there was a hint of greyness, a suggestion that rain would play a part in the day. Wesley entered the library and found Darla leaning over the table setting the large pearl in place on the necklace. He bent over her shoulder for a closer look.
“It’s more beautiful than I expected. The pearl teardrop is the right finishing touch. The intricate pattern of the gold frame is wonderful. But the amber stones appear different, more alive, radiant. Like you.”
Darla turned her head toward him. Her mouth lifted in a silent invitation. The quick rise and fall of her chest and the smoky passion in her eyes drove him on.
He leaned closer until he brushed her lips with his. Her eyelids fluttered, then slid closed. Encouraged that she didn’t pull away, he pressed his lips against hers, then gently covered her mouth.
Startled and confused, his planned revenge was inconsistent with the emotional hunger that urged him on. He pulled away from her, he had to. Her eyes remained shut, her lips moist from his kiss, and her face lit with an angelic smile.
She blinked, the passion fading from her eyes, her faint smile held a touch of misery. He didn’t offer an explanation or apology. He wasn’t sorry he kissed her. What he really wanted was more.
“Forgive me. My parents have told me that I’m promised to another,” she said, her voice low and full of regret.
There was no conviction in her words, only sorrow. The grief in her eyes and tremor in her voice, her misery tore at him.
He drew her to her feet and held her close. Her head fit perfectly in the hollow between his shoulder and neck. He lifted her chin with the crook of his finger and stared into eyes damp with tears.
“Shhh. There’s no reason to cry.” He cuddled her head against his chest.
He had spent his days at Maxwell’s side planning and scheduling, and his evenings plotting and scheming against him, against her.
With a gentle hand, she pushed herself out of his embrace and woke him from his thoughts.
“Wesley, please. You should go.”
The last thing he wanted to do was leave. He wanted her to spend time with him, laugh with him, think of no one else but him. His heart squeezed tight in his chest. Who was he fooling? She had no future with him. Once he carried out his plan with Fynn she would hate him forever.
His arms dropped to his sides and she stepped away. He opened the garden door but stood there like a statue, unable to leave.
“Please,” she said, her voice strained.
He stepped outside and closed the door, guilt hit him hard. The garden gate was up ahead. He’d walked away from women before, but never with remorse. Never with his heart broken.
What had happened? These last weeks he got close to the Association members. At first he socialized and befriended each of them to keep them off guard. At the tavern Dollin and Otter kept him laughing about the antics of their sons and the growing beauty of their daughters. Lucas listened for a bit before he went home to his wife and new son. Maxwell joined the group on occasion, without any pretense, and added to the mix.
Everyone was pleased with the success of their arrangement. The pirates harassed them, but the Sea Diamond and training from Lord Ewan’s soldiers enabled the sailors to fight them off. They traded their goods and brought home their profits.
Fynn’s disappearance had Maxwell and Richards guessing and hoping he had moved on to other waters. With each success, the Association grew more self-assured. The more they held off the pirates, the more fearless and overconfident the merchants became, just as Wesley planned.
The Black Opal pirates did their job. They harassed the ships, engaged with the Sea Diamond’s crew, but retreated before it got ugly. Such restraint was not his brother’s strength. It took some doing to make the plan work, but Wesley convinced MacAlpin to take Fynn with him on his mission down the coast. His brother was to be gone long enough for him to have everything ready when Fynn returned for the final attack on the Association set for the day after tomorrow.
At the farthest point of the garden, Wesley glanced over his shoulder toward the house. She was gone. He headed into the village, his thoughts on what was ahead. Everything was set in place. Victory was within reach. The day after tomorrow, the Association would be broken and Maxwell’s reputation shattered.
He went on in silence and reached the deserted dock. Untying the small boat, he rowed into the channel and let out the sheet. Everything he believed about the Association, Maxwell, and Lord Ewan had been turned upside down. They were all fine men of integrity. The Association partners worked hard to earn a fair living for their families. Maxwell worked with the others finding them funding. Lord Ewan sent his support and supplies.
And Darla. He let out a choked laugh. He was going to leave her devastated. He never wanted to involve her in the first place. She bewitched him and took his heart. Now who was the one ruined?
He pulled the rudder hard, the sail gathering more air, the boat rushed forward. He didn’t see any of the horrors his brother attributed to Lord Ewan and Maxwell. Fynn had to have it all wrong. Maybe it wasn’t too late to call everything off.
MacAlpin was the only person he had to worry about. He could repay what was owed to the pirate. It would be a great expense, but he could manage it. The future was looking brighter.
Making amends with the Association would not be easy. He’d explain his debt of honor and work hard to regain their trust. He bowed his head. Once broken, it would be difficult for the men to have faith in him. He wouldn’t be surprised if they hated him.
What would be would be. He took a deep breath of the salty air. Fynn was the person he needed to speak to. His decision made, he let the wind take him down the coast. Finally, he came ashore on Black Island.
“At last. Come, let’s celebrate.” Fynn poured him a very sloppy whiskey, more liquor splashing on the beach than into the glass.
“We’ve won,” Fynn said and poured a drink for himself, then stuffed something in Wesley’s hand.
“There’s nothing to win.” Wesley glanced down. A jeweled necklace. Therese did a fine job making the piece from his description. The stones and pearls she used were good. The gold frames were neat, but the piece Darla crafted was superior. Side by side, this one would be a poor copy.
“There is plenty to win. Satisfaction. You’ll make each of them suffer the way our father did.”
“Let it be, Fynn. Maxwell is too well financed.” He dropped the necklace at the pirate’s feet.
“Maybe you have forgotten our oath to Father, the look in his eyes begging us to avenge his death. We’ve come too far and are too close to our goal to stop now.” Fury and hatred smoldered in Fynn’s eyes. He picked up the jewelry and tucked it in Wesley’s pocket.
“You haven’t got a choice. The crew and I followed your orders, let everything slip through our fingers on the promise this last shipment would be our treasure, the cargo along with the real necklace. You think it was easy keeping the men in line? Against my better judgment, I stayed off the Black Opal and traveled as a second hand on MacAlpin’s ship. Don’t make me regret trusting you. Don’t make any of us regret trusting you. I can’t guarantee the results. Why this change of heart?” He downed another drink and eyed Wesley as if he was coming to some great decision. “It’s the girl. I saw the way you protected her. The girl’s a witch. Did you know she gelds men?” Fynn put a protective hand on his crotch.
The hairs on the back of Wesley’s neck stood up at Fynn’s deadpan expression.
Maxwell and Richards had men gathering information and reported no one had mentioned Justin and Darla’s encounter. Gelding? How did Fynn find out? Directly from Justin and his friend? It would be like Fynn to put Justin up to this type of attack, incite him to action and wait for the repercussions.
“Do you think Maxwell will welcome you with open arms when he finds out you’re his enemy’s son, after what you’ve done? How you planned the Association’s downfall?” Fynn threw his hands into the air. “If he doesn’t kill you, Lord Ewan will. Once we’re finished in Ellenbeich, we target his holy lordship. He never questioned Maxwell when he betrayed our father.”
“You must be drunk or crazy. Lord Ewan’s had the power to do away with us from the start. Why do you think MacAlpin hasn’t come this far north?”
Fynn didn’t listen. His mind was off somewhere. Wesley could almost predict what he would say next. A drunken stupor always brought it on.
“After we’re finished in Ellenbeich, we’ll make plans to destroy Ewan. He took our home. He took everything from us. Our father was a good man,” Fynn said. He plopped himself in front of a boulder and leaned back. “He never complained, never blamed me even when he knew I was guilty.”
“You’ve had enough. Let me have the bottle.” He stood a few paces away and poured out the liquid. “When you get like this, everything becomes your fault, from the outgoing tide to the reason we left Dundhragon. Maxwell and the others are nothing like you’ve said. What would make them turn against Father? I thought …”
Fynn leaned against the large rock with his eyes shut and his mouth open. He droned on with snorts and grunts that sounded like a raging storm.
“Fynn.” He shook him. “Wake up.” He shook him again.
His brother fell over onto the sand. It was no use trying to wake him.
Wesley got into his boat and headed back to Ellenbeich.
Regret washed over him like the long slow waves on a shallow beach. If he moved forward with this plan there would be no way back, no way to make it right.

DARLA SAT UP in bed, jarred from her sleep by the crash of breaking glass. She listened but heard nothing. It must have been a dream. She lay down, pulled the blanket around her, and closed her eyes.
Barely asleep, flashes of Wesley danced in her mind, his smile, his touch, and his laugh. She took a deep breath eager to smell the clean ocean fragrance she associated with him. Her nose twitched. Her eyes opened and she sniffed the air.
In three steps she was out of bed and into the hall. Her mother was at her door, her father already down the stairs. At first she didn’t know what to think, until she saw a grey mist coming up the stairs. Panic rose in her throat and her mouth went dry. The house was on fire.
“Both of you go down the back stairs and into the garden,” he shouted.
“Father—”
“Now, Darla. Go with your mother.” He covered his face with a cloth and was lost in the haze.
Her mother threw a shawl around her shoulders and pulled her down the stairs, out the back, and away from the house. She searched the dark smoke for any sign of fire and was relieved to find none. Soldiers manned a bucket line. Water thrown on the still hot building hissed and spewed billows of white clouds that enveloped the house.
“More water,” her father bellowed. The men shouted and moved their buckets faster from the well to the library.
She didn’t know how long she stood with her mother watching and waiting. Finally, her father, covered in soot walked out of the haze.
They both ran to him.
“It’s all right Keira. The fire is out.” He pulled Darla to his side, his arm around her shoulder. “We put out the fire before it did much damage. Only the library was affected. I’ve set guards around the house. We’ll clean up in the morning when we can see the full extent of the damage.”
Look who’s here. The witch, echoed in her head. There was no way for her to deny what happened. Her thoughtless action gave evidence to the whispered rumors. She hated herself for putting her parents in danger.
“I’m sorry,” she said to her father, her face buried in his shoulder.
“Shhh, I’ll get to the bottom of this. Come, it’s back to bed for all of us.” She walked back to the house with her parents.

WESLEY ENTERED THE library and nearly staggered at the acrid odor of smoke. “What happened?”
Maxwell raised his head from the documents that littered his desk. Darla sat nearby making the last adjustment to the necklace.
“I hope you bring news of the Sea Diamond. I’m anxious to leave.” Maxwell, his head down kept working.
“The Sea Diamond has been sighted and will dock this afternoon. We sail tomorrow on the morning tide. What happened?” he asked. From the charred wood around the windows and door it was obviously a fire, but why? Who? Fynn? The thought tore at his insides.
Wesley looked out the window at the pile of charred books and papers.
This couldn’t be Fynn’s work. He stuck to raising hell on the water. An uneasy feeling crept over his shoulders.
Darla stood and lifted the box.
Wesley stared at the word etched into the table. Witch.
This wasn’t an attack against Maxwell or the Association. It was revenge for Darla’s curse.
“I’ll prepare the ship to leave on the evening tide. Has anyone seen Justin or one of his pack lately?” Wesley asked.
“Not that I know. Speak to Richards when he gets in. He has his way of finding out.”
At the moment, the weather looked good. The sun beat down, making it hotter than usual. Clouds raced across the sky. Small white caps could be seen dancing in the water even from the library window. Every sailor read the sky. This morning’s red sky did not bode well for a sea voyage. They would be in for a storm. The sooner they left the better.
The clatter of Darla’s box of tools tumbling to the floor caught him by surprise.
He knelt and covered her trembling hands with his and returned the scattered bits and pieces to the box and set it on the table. He needed to get Darla away from the room, away from the accusation etched into the table.
He shot Maxwell a glance. The man understood the gravity of the situation.
Maxwell wiggled his fingers and sent them on their way.
With her hand tucked around his arm, he opened the garden door and pulled her past the men removing the charred debris.
Acting as if he didn’t have a care in the world, he led her toward the walk along the cliff. As they moved from the shelter of the garden into the open area, wind tugged at her skirt and his jacket. The smell of the salty air cleansed the smoke from his nostrils.
He looked out at the horizon. In the distance, the mast of the Sea Diamond came into view.
Rather than stop at the bench, he continued along the cliff to the shelter of the trees.
“It won’t take long to get underway once the Sea Diamond docks,” he said.
She didn’t answer. Her complete withdrawal concerned him. He needed to rescue her or her fear would turn to terror.
With his hands on her shoulders, she stood in front of him in the dappled shade of the trees. In silence, they stared as the white-tipped waves rolled on to the beach and listened to the rhythmic crash of the surf.
The stiffness in her shoulders finally gave way, and she tilted her head back to rest on his chest.
“You have my thanks.” She turned and stood between him and the tree. “I’m not usually unnerved, but the fire and the etched word—”
Darla looked into his eyes. He didn’t have any special talents. He didn’t need them to understand the hurt and pain she suffered. It was written on her face.
He took her in his arms and held her close until she controlled her trembling. When she was composed, she looked up at him. His breath caught at the raw passion in her eyes.
Should he go with his heart or his head? She made the decision for him.
Darla put her arms around his neck and his blood heated. Gently, she pulled him toward her. He didn’t resist. He couldn’t.
She brought her face close, a whisper away. Before she set her lips on his, her eyelids fluttered and closed.
He raised his mouth from hers and laid a trail of kisses down her neck. Spiraling out of control, he drew her closer, eager to find out if her soft curves molded to the hard planes of his body.
Her hands on his cheeks, she moved his head toward her. She examined every part of his face as if she were commanding it to memory, then gave him a slow drugging kiss. He thought all was lost. His body ached for her.
“Darla? Is that you?” Maxwell called not far away.
Wesley stepped away and focused on the water. In the distance, the Sea Diamond made its final approach at the dock.
“Here, in the shade,” she answered.
“You saw her, too.” Maxwell motioned toward the Sea Diamond. “Let me know as soon as we’re able to sail. Darla, pack your things. We leave when the ship is ready.”
“My thanks for the walk,” Darla said to Wesley, then headed for the house.
He kept his eyes on the water. It wasn’t difficult to understand how Maxwell felt. Anger radiated all around him.
“I hadn’t seen the etching in the table until she moved her tools. How could she sit there and say nothing to me?” He slapped his hand against his thigh and remained quiet for some time.
“This is a dangerous situation. She trusts you. Keira believes you’re the best man to protect her. I agree.” Maxwell kept his eyes on the ship coming toward the dock.
Wesley stiffened and cleared his throat. He still tasted her lips, still felt their passion. Protect her? Maxwell’s words cut deep.




Chapter Eleven
“WE’RE NOT WAITING for the rest of the cargo. Tie down whatever is on board. As far as the ship is concerned, we had difficulty with the tiller,” Richards said to Wesley as they stood on the deserted dock. Neat piles of merchandise littered the area. The sun sat low in the sky and was slowly covered by darkening clouds dragged in by the wind.
“What sort of difficulty?” Wesley inspected the tiller. “We examined the Sea Diamond before you sailed and found nothing wrong.”
“I agree. It may have happened on our way to the island. We discovered a crack in the tiller when I checked the ship before we left Dunvegan.”
“Who else was in port?”
“The Sea Diamond was one of a dozen ships, most were from Inverlochy and one from Ireland. One of Lord Ewan’s soldiers kept watch over the ship while we were in port.
“I planned to replace the tiller, but we have no time now with Maxwell determined to leave before the storm. I reinforced the piece with heavy rope before we left.” Richards studied the sky. “The seas behind us were rough as we came east. This weather is moving fast. I’d feel better if we waited for the storm to pass.”
“I agree. However, waiting is not an option. As you said, Maxwell is adamant we leave as soon as possible. This steady wind may be a blessing and get us to Dundhragon before the storm.” Wesley focused his attention on the sky and the oncoming squall. It was a gamble. His men said storms were as fickle as a woman. They can be calm or turn frightfully ugly.
“I’m on my way to Maxwell.” Richards tucked his compass in his pocket. “After the difficult trip, I gave the crew leave. We travel with a small crew. Maxwell will have to consider that as well. Will you join me? The decision whether to go or not is his.”
“You go on. I want to look at the tiller. I’ll meet you there.”
The captain hurried away. Wesley made his way among the crates and bales to the gangplank. Nothing was wrong with the device before the ship sailed to Dunvegan. The thing was thick as a man’s arm.
“A moment with you, Captain.” A shadow emerged from between the crates and chests.
He stopped mid-stride and stared into the darkness.
“What are you doing here?” Wesley looked around and let out a breath. The area was deserted. “Come with me. I want to look at the tiller.”
“This is one way for me to board the Sea Diamond.” Fynn followed behind him as they boarded the ship.
Wesley unwrapped the rope around the tiller and found Richards had strengthened the wood with splints as if he were setting a broken bone.
“Even in this light, I can make out some mischief here.” Fynn ran his hand over the wood.
Wesley nodded his agreement when he felt the saw marks. “This is a clean cut, not a failure of the wood.” He looked at his brother.
“Don’t look at me.” Fynn stepped back, his hands up in protest. “I haven’t been anywhere near the Sea Diamond.”
Wesley had to agree. Neither Fynn nor any of his men had an opportunity to damage the ship.
“There are grumblings about a fire at Maxwell’s. And before you ask, I had no part in that either.” The two men rewrapped the tiller.
“I have an idea who did both.” Wesley turned to Fynn. “Justin.”
“You sure it’s not one of the men in the Association? They are the ones that have the most to gain. Justin has no reason to go after Maxwell.” Fynn said.
None of the men in the Association would harm Maxwell or his family. If anything, they would stand with Maxwell. No, Fynn had it all wrong. If Maxwell failed, Dollin, Lucas and Otter were out of business. They wouldn’t sabotage the boat. It has to be Justin. He threatened Darla.
“Therese told me Justin had a ten percent of Allan’s business and he wanted more from his big brother. The two argued all the time, especially in the tavern. Allan told him if he wanted a bigger portion, he had to do more work, but he did nothing. Yes, we raided Thomasson’s ship, but all we took was his cargo. It was Justin. I watched him put a knife in his brother’s back.” Fynn ground the words out between his teeth, as if Justin’s actions were a grievous sin.
“And he blamed the murder and destruction of the ship on you. Hand me the other rope.” He pointed to the rope by the gunwale. “I wonder if he’s responsible for the coastal village raids, too. Damaging the Sea Diamond and setting the fire are an attack on Maxwell.”
“Which is fine with me, but why?” Fynn gave him the rope.
“I looked over the Association’s finances. After Allan died, Justin came to them for a loan to buy a new ship. Maxwell wanted assurances for repayment to the Association, ten percent of all his sales until the loan was paid. He said no and left telling everyone that Maxwell collected money from members and used it for himself. He fixed up the burned boat and traded on his own.”
“Without much success,” Fynn added. “The tiller and fire. If it is him, he’s out for revenge. We know a bit about that.”
Wesley let out a breath. Everything fit neatly together. Too neatly. Something in the back of his mind told him Fynn was more involved with Justin then he let on.
“That should hold it, but I would replace it. It won’t hold for long.” Fynn stepped back from the tiller and took a deep breath.
Wesley looked at their handiwork. His brother was right. It wouldn’t hold for long. He’d speak to Maxwell and Richards and make sure it was taken care of as soon as they reached the castle.
“You should leave before someone sees you,” Wesley said. They walked to the gangplank.
“Can you smell it? We’re close, Wesley. Real close. After all our plans and hard work, our goal is within reach. Is everything ready?” Fynn rubbed his hands together. “You need help putting the rest of my cargo on board?”
“We’re traveling light, with only what’s on board.” Fynn swung around and faced him.
“What do you mean no more cargo? He’s bringing the gems, isn’t he? We promised them to MacAlpin.”
This was not the place for Fynn to lose his temper.
“He’s taking some with him.” He tossed the words out to satisfy Fynn. Now he needed to redirect the conversation before he became uncontrollable. “We’ve sailed in storms before, it’s not easy. Richards said the winds and seas are high. This blow is going to be big.”
“We’re running out of time. MacAlpin wants results. As long as Maxwell is still bringing the gems to Ewan, we must stick to our plan. When else will we have this opportunity?”
“It all depends if Maxwell gambles on the weather. I’m meeting with him and Richards now. I’ll meet you at the beach as soon as he decides if we sail.”
He waited as Fynn made his way around the maze of cargo, picked up odd ropes, and put them aside. He looked like any other crew member doing his job. When he neared one of the warehouses, Fynn nodded at him, tugged his coat around him against the wind, and was gone.
Wesley marched down the gangplank. He cast a glance at the charcoal sky and the crack in the clouds that let in a golden stream of sun. As he double-timed it to Maxwell’s, he prayed the weather and tiller would hold until they reached the castle.
These last weeks had been ideal. He’d worked hard and spent time with Darla. And in the next few hours, all that would be gone. Forever. And he was doing it willingly. He would never be with her again, hear her laugh, or see her smile. And to what end? Avenge his father? Who would come out the winner? Certainly not him.
His father’s begging eyes haunted him. Fynn was right. He had made a pledge of honor, a foolish pledge, but one that had to be fulfilled. When he looked up from his musings he stood at Maxwell’s door.
“There you are,” Richards hailed Wesley as he walked into the entryway. “I was just leaving. I gave Maxwell the options, and he’s decided we leave as soon as everyone is on board. He’s busy gathering his prized gem for the voyage.”
Soft footsteps on the stairs caught his attention. He turned and smiled as Darla came down carrying her satchel.
“I’m going to rouse the men.” Wesley nodded, but said nothing as Richards left.
She entered the library and put her satchel down by the table.
Wesley followed. He was drawn to the gems on the black cloth.
“Something about the necklace is magical,” he said. “The stones look brighter in the setting than they did loose. You have a wonderful talent.”
“The amber speaks to me and tells me what needs to be done. I knew when Father showed them to me that they would be a necklace fit for a queen.” She turned to him with a big smile. “Queen Maria.”
She put the jewelry and cloth into a pouch and set it on the table next to her tools.
“I hope the happy couple lives a long and prosperous life together.” He hadn’t meant for her to hear his cutting remark. Maria and Magnus were not his concern. It was Darla he worried about. Was Maxwell eager to deposit her at Dundhragon and marry her off to anyone?
“Why do you say that? Magnus is a good man. Maria’s very fortunate.” Her reprimand put him on edge. Surely she realized what Lord Ewan was doing. The man wanted to secure the Isles for himself.
“Of course, she’s fortunate. Her father’s arranged for her to wed the King of Mann and the Isles. He may well be a toad as long as he has a kingdom. Would you marry a toad?” Wesley asked.
“No. Only a dragon,” she said her voice light with a burst of laughter.
He didn’t find any humor in her words.
“If Magnus was a toad, Lord Ewan would still give his daughter to him. What about you, who do you want?”
“Wesley, I’m promised to another. Lord Ewan is seeing to my best interest. Arrangements like this are to be expected. While you may have a choice of who you marry, I do not. I don’t understand why who I marry is any of your concern.”
He studied her face, smoldering under her stony expression as he weighed her defense of the situation.
“Lord Ewan isn’t finding you a husband for your best interest. He’s seeing to his own gains. How can your father put your destiny in that man’s hands? Maxwell is devoted to you. Bah,” He waved his hand in exasperation. “You can’t expect more from a man like Lord Ewan. He is harsh to his people and those around him.”
“How can you make such accusations? What do you know of his lordship?” She turned on him like an enraged bull. Her indignation brought him to the boiling point and a momentary flare of heat radiated across his face. The woman was blind.
“I assure you my impressions are based on fact. Everything is done with his best interests in mind. I know. I watched him take everything from my father, his home, his livelihood, he’d take my brother too if he could catch him. You accept without question what your great lord wants you to believe. You’re naïve and childish if you think he has your best interests in mind.” He moved closer to her until he left her no room at all. Darla stood rigid, flushed, and furious. Her face smoldered underneath her stony expression. Her rage seemed pointless to him.
“His overwhelming desire to rule the isles is all that matters to him. He will use you as a political pawn as he uses his daughter. The man is a ruthless villain.”
“And you.” Darla stood inches from him, her eyes wide in anger. “What are you? Nothing but a privateer and a paid servant. I would rather Lord Ewan’s choice than, than you.” She stormed out of the library and slammed the door behind her.
He stepped toward the door and hesitated raking his hand through his hair. Was he the fool? Perhaps she knew full well what Lord Ewan planned and was in agreement. The idea made his blood boil. And she accused him of a liaison. She knew all along she was promised to another and yet encouraged him, playing the innocent.
Turning from the door, the pouch on the table caught his attention. More’s the pity he didn’t have the replica necklace with him. It would have been easy to switch it for the real one. He’d find an opportunity while they were on the ship. In no mood to see her or worse, have her think he went after her, he left by way of the garden and headed to the beach.
He navigated through the stiff wind and down the slope to the water. Fynn waited for him.
“Maxwell is everything you said. I was so blind.” Wesley paced in front of Fynn.
“The girl cast her spell on you. She’s the one who freed the boy all those years ago. I believed she was a witch then, but now I am sure of it.”
“Don’t be a fool. Darla’s no witch. Just under her father’s and Ewan’s influence,” Wesley whispered harshly.
“I sacrificed much for you, tried to keep this evil stench from you ever knowing. Many times, Father wanted us all together. I told him I would stay in Scotland. It was better Lord Ewan and Maxwell hunted me than go looking for you,” Fynn said his voice faded, losing its hard edge.
For several heartbeats, Wesley was too startled to say anything. Had he been blind to his brother’s protection? Had he overlooked his devotion to the family? Was he so absorbed in his own life that he saw nothing of the sacrifices his brother made?
“I had no idea.” He embraced his brother. “I should never have doubted you.”
“Take them by Kerrera Sound,” Fynn said. “We’ll lay in wait for you there. Is your heart still in the plan?”
“More than ever. She defends Ewan, the man who stole our home, to the last. I want to devastate them all.”

“THE WIND IS getting worse. I can taste the storm in the air. Perhaps it would be best to go back,” Darla said to her father as they sat in his cabin. Once again she worried for his safety.
“I understand your concern, but going back is not an option. Thomasson’s been about making mischief, speaking to anyone who will listen. You’re not safe in Ellenbeich. This is our only way,” her father said. “We’re going to Dundhragon.”
She turned toward the door as the sound of boots marching down the passageway grew louder.
“I agree. We should change course,” Wesley said as he entered the cabin with Richards.
“What’s this about a course change? I thought we had made a decision?” her father said.
Richards put a map on Maxwell’s desk.
“When we planned this voyage, we guessed at the weather. The winds are rising faster than we anticipated. We need more protection. We’ll be hit with less wind and calmer waters if we go up Kerrera Sound on the east coast of the island rather than sail on the Firth of Lorne.” Richards pointed to the new course on the map. “It will add time to our voyage, but we’ll arrive in one piece. If we’re caught on the firth in the heavy weather we could be in for trouble. We don’t have Lord Ewan’s soldiers to help the crew.”
“Kerrera Sound is a battlefield of rocks and at night difficult to navigate. We need a full crew to maneuver the Sound. We only have half the usual men,” her father said.
Wesley held his hands loosely behind his back. “That will do. Richards and I know these waters. The Sea Diamond has a flat bottom and without much cargo her draft is shallow. We can take her through.”
As they spoke, Darla remained quiet, distracted by a thread on her dress. Unsettled by Wesley’s presence, her own words echoed in her head. Privateer. Paid servant.
“Very well. We’ll go by the sound. You’ll need an extra set of eyes to keep clear of the rocks.” Her father got up.
“I can help,” she said. The three men looked at her as if they saw her for the first time.
“The weather will not hold,” she said her arms folded across her chest.
“More reason for you to stay here where you’ll be safe and dry,” her father said. Without another word, he, Richards, and Wesley left, closing the door behind them.
The idea that she was the reason they were taking such a dangerous chance crushed her. Helpless, she needed to do something, anything.
“As above, so below. As within, so without. Keep us safe in every way. So that we may live another day. So mote it be.” She repeated the chant over and over, convincing herself it would help.
The wind battered the ship, the sound a single note without change. The rain came down sideways in sheets and pounded on the wooden ship in a quick rhythmic beat. Above, the sounds of muffled voices and shouted orders reached her ears.
The Sea Diamond lurched as rocks scraped the side, making the boards squeal and vibrate, but they kept moving forward.
“Maiden Island ahead.” It was Richards’ voice. She looked out the small window, but couldn’t make out anything in the dark.
If they were passing the island, they had a short sail up the Firth of Lorn then into the safety of Dundhragon Bay and the castle dock.
Wind slammed into the ship, slowing it down. They must have come around the point. The already choppy water turned into angry waves as they moved from the safety of the sound into the firth.
The Sea Diamond jolted to the side, it rose on the swell then crashed down, jarring her bones. The map slid off the desk. Her satchel skidded across the floor. Nearly knocked off her feet, she grabbed on to the bedpost.

“YOU DID WELL navigating us through the sound with the sails down in this darkness. The weather is worse than I expected,” Maxwell said to Wesley. Maxwell looked up as if he could see the end of the rain and wind. “Maiden Island is up ahead. Soon we’ll sit by a fire, warm and dry.”
“Kerrera protected us from the effect of the storm. But get ready. We’ll feel the full force once we come out of the sound into the firth,” Wesley said.
It was dark as pitch, but he made out the motion of the water as they plowed through the waves. He didn’t have much warning. A swell lifted the ship and took it sidelong, sending everyone on deck scrambling.
“Run downwind,” Wesley shouted to Richards. “Have the men heave the heavy lines off the stern. It will slow us down.”
“Is that wise with a bare pole?” Maxwell asked, looking at the empty mast.
“We can’t fight the sea or the wind. They predict the action we need to take, like a woman.” Richards smiled at both men.
“You take the tiller. Maxwell and I will help the men get the lines out,” Richards said.
There was no sense telling these men what they already knew. If the ship went too fast and came down on a large swell that buried the bow in the back of the wave that loomed in front of them, they could capsize.
Everything depended on speed. He had to slow down the ship and keep the stern perpendicular to the waves.
With the heavy lines dragging behind them, they still sped through the water. In this wind, they would be at the castle inlet quicker than he thought. Now past Maiden Island, he looked larboard. There was no sign of the Black Opal. He hoped Fynn had better sense than Maxwell and was in front of a warm fire drinking his whiskey.
An acrid odor made his nostrils flare seconds before a streak of white-hot silver split the sky. For a moment, everything on the ship’s deck was visible. Richards and Maxwell stood at the stern. The men tightened the ropes on the cargo. A low rumble of thunder rolled over the ship.
Another bolt was followed by more thunder. The flash caught Maxwell going to his cabin and Richards coming forward as torrents of rain began to fall. Flash after flash lit the sky. Boom after boom filled the air.
A bright burst broke the stillness. The bolt hit the rocks on the shore and sent them flying. For the briefest of moments in the violent illumination, he wiped the rain out of his eyes and strained to focus them. Two dozen men crawled over the Sea Diamond’s side.
Richards was as startled as he, but the surprise was only momentary. The captain and the crew took up their weapons. Outnumbered, the crew fought long and hard, but they were quickly captured. The pirate captain ordered the men stuffed into the small cargo area in the forecastle.
Wesley wrapped a rope around the tiller. As he tightened it, the stick snapped off in his hand. He looked at it in disbelief. What would he do now?




Chapter Twelve
“STAY HERE AND don’t come out.” Darla watched in surprise as her father pulled on the bookcase and swung it open. “No one but me knows about this room, not even Richards. Should anyone come in, hide among the sails. Do you understand? I will come for you.” She was too startled by his words to stay anything. All she could do was nod.
“Here, take this.” He thrusted the jeweled knife at her. “You won’t need it but it’s best you have it.” His meaning was clear.
She moved into the small room. Scraping sounds reached her ears as the ship shuddered, but kept moving. Everything in the room shifted. Crates and chests slid toward her. She grabbed the line that swung toward her before it could do any damage. Three small windows near the ceiling let in some light.
“Here is the latch should you need to get out.” He took her hand and ran it over the mechanism.
“Go. Richards needs you on deck,” she said. They stood looking at each other for a heartbeat. “I’ll be all right. So will you.”
He smiled and gave her a quick kiss on her forehead. “My precious jewel,” he whispered.
She nudged him away. “Go.”
He gave her a curt nod and moved the bookcase back into place. Her breath caught at the stark finality when the catch engaged.
She tucked the knife into her skirt, stepped back between two stacks of sails and gave her eyes time to adjust to the darkness. Slowly the shapes around her emerged. Muffled shouts from the deck reached her ears over the wind and rain that pelted the ship.
Her breathing slowed. A slight shimmer in the darkness held her attention. The room was saturated with familiarity. Still holding the rope, she made her way to the hull. Yes, she’d been here before, in her vision.
The hull strained and shuddered as the ship scraped against the rocks. Small geysers sprayed through cracks in the hull and came in through the windows. With no place to drain off, the water pooled on the floor and soon began to rise up her legs. She moved about trying to find a dry place to stand, but water was everywhere. She couldn’t stay here.
The ship moved quickly through the water. A long piercing scrapes echoed through the room. Waves pounded against the hull, but the Sea Diamond moved on. No longer did she hear the men shouting, only the wind, the rain, and … she strained her ears. Crashing surf. Her head snapped up. The ship was too close to the rocky shore.
Stumbling to where she entered, she ran her fingers around the frame searching for the latch. Nothing. The water was rising faster. It was above her thighs. She tamped down the building panic. Stay calm. Again she ran her hand over the wood. Her fingers landed on the metal mechanism and she let out a sigh of relief.
She pulled the latch and pushed, but nothing happened. A quick glance confirmed the latch was open. She put her shoulder against the back of the bookcase and pushed. It gave a little, but not enough to be meaningful. Something had to be stopping it on the other side.
The Sea Diamond lurched forward, knocking her off her feet. She fell beneath the water and came up gasping for air, fumbling for her pouch.
“As above, so below. As within, so without. Give me strength to swim away. To see the light of another day. So mote it be.” The sounds of the straining ship held her in a silent panic. She had no idea what to do.
The ship pitched forward and sent crates stacked against the wall tumbling to the floor sending up sprays of water. The ship didn’t stop. The creaking and scraping increased while the relentless waves battered the vessel. She grabbed onto the rope for dear life trying to keep her footing.
The chest next to her slid across the room and rammed into the bookcase splitting the barrier. Water poured through the fissure. The ship shifted to the other side sending the box straight at her. She jumped out of the way and saw the line dangling from the pulley above.
Without hesitating, she tied the line from the pulley to the rope binding on the chest. She glanced at the pulley. It had to hold. Darla grabbed the loose end of the rope and pulled hard, raising the chest off the floor. She leaned against the hull and kicked the chest sending it swinging toward the bookcase. It didn’t reach. The water rose faster. If she didn’t break through the door soon—she didn’t want to think of the consequences.
She let out more line, tried again, and this time kicked harder. As the chest moved through the air, the ship rolled sending her against the hull before the Sea Diamond skidded and came to a stop. The trunk was still in motion gathering momentum. She held onto the rope and watched as the chest swung past her and crashed through the hull. Reduced to splinters, all that was left was the top of the chest and a tangle of ropes.
Seawater cascaded into the room, the pressure so great, large pieces of wood around the hole snapped off.
They were by the castle. She knew these waters well. She needed to conserve her energy. No use trying to swim against the current. Once the room filled with water she would swim out. As the room filled she floated to the top, taking deep breaths, expanding her lungs, trying to stay calm.
With her mouth almost kissing the ceiling, she took in the last bit of air before the room was totally submerged. The current from the incoming water subsided. She swam toward the hole but was pulled back.
She tugged on her skirt. It wouldn’t come loose. Her hand quickly ran down the material. Her garment was caught on a crate. There was no way she could free it.

THE
SEA DIAMOND was headed for shore. With any luck, the wind would take the ship past the rocks and bring it to the sandy beach. There was nothing he could do. He threw the tiller on the deck and rushed down from the helm. He had to reach Maxwell and Darla. He opened the door to Maxwell’s cabin, startled to find him pulling on the bookcase.
He searched the room for Darla. She was nowhere to be seen. The room looked odd. The furniture stood in place as if by a magic spell even though the room was at a precarious angle. Rolls of parchment floated about. The ivory elephants, scattered on the floor, stared at him from beneath the water. The battle-axe was wedged under the desk.
“Come away,” he pulled on Maxwell’s arm.
“Leave me. There’s still time for you to save yourself.” Maxwell pushed Wesley away.
The man was crazy. He’d drown if he stayed here.
The ship lurched forward. Thrown off balance, Maxwell was slammed hard against the wall hitting his head. Wesley caught him before he slipped under the water.
Fynn and three of his men barged through the door. “That’s a pretty picture.”
Wesley’s mind raced. Where was Darla?
“We’ll take him,” Fynn said and motioned to his men. “We’ll lash him to a grate. He needs to survive so we can present the thief to Ewan.”
Wesley reached over and took a ring of keys out of Maxwell’s pocket. “I’ll meet you at the grotto by the castle.”
“Don’t stay long. The Sea Diamond is taking on water. She’s going under. I don’t know how much longer you have.” Fynn motioned to the water racing into the room from the passageway.
“You go. I have one more thing to do.” He slipped the keys into his pouch.
“Don’t stay long.” Fynn turned and waded out of the room with Maxwell.
The ship shifted again sending Wesley scrambling to keep his footing. The water, up to his waist, was filling the cabin quickly.
Where was Darla? He turned to search the storage rooms next to the cabin, but stopped, his hands on the door jamb. Why would Maxwell be pulling on the bookcase when the ship was sinking? He hurried to the cabinet and ran his hands over the edges. There had to be a room on the other side.
His fingers brushed against the open latch. He pulled. The wall gave a little then refused to move. Was there another latch? He ran his hands along the sides of the frame. Nothing.
“Darla? Answer me,” he shouted his lips against the wood. How much longer could she stay in there? How much air did she have? He ducked under the water and ran his hand along the floor and found something wedged on the bottom of the bookcase. He came up for air holding the MacDougall tartan. He pulled it free and threw it to the side.
The bookcase opened, and the surge of water rushing from the room knocked him back against the bulkhead behind him. He struggled through the rush of water to reach her, sure she was there.
Water filled the cabin and the room. He swam pushing debris out of his way. Behind a crate he found Darla using the jeweled knife to cut herself free of her skirt. His anxiety melted away, replaced with an urgency to get her to the surface.
He swam to her side, took the knife from her and cut off her belt and skirt. Free of constraints, she pointed to the gaping hole and they both swam for it. Once outside the ship, they didn’t stop.
Wesley glanced back. The ship lay caught on the edge of a submerged cliff. If it rolled off, the draft it created would pull them down without any hope of surviving. They had to move away. They swam for the surface, for their lives.
When he thought there was no air left in his lungs, when every instinct told him to breathe, his head popped through the surface, Darla by his side.
“Darla?” All his concern was in one word.
“I’m all right.” She coughed and gasped taking in air.
He turned in all directions to get his bearing. The distant lightning lit the area. A wave of relief swept over him. They weren’t far from the rocky spur that reached out into the water and the shore beyond.
“This way,” he shouted and set a steady pace.




Chapter Thirteen
SOAKED AND EXHAUSTED, Wesley helped Darla along the rocky spur to the beach with others from the ship as the rain continued to pummel them. Flashes of lightning lit the misshaped dark shadows for several heartbeats and disclosed broken pottery, pieces of crates, and other debris bobbing in the water and strewn across the beach.
“On the cliff. The grotto. Shelter,” he shouted over the wind and rain.
Another lightning flash exposed Darla standing in front of him. He forgot about the wind, the rain, the Sea Diamond, and his vendetta. He saw her clothed in her wet chemise, baring every detail of her curves. He couldn’t let her to climb the rocks like this. He searched the area near him. Underneath one of the crates was a large piece of sail. He pulled and draped it around her. She accepted it without question.
Salty brine stained their lips and filled the air. Wave after wave pounded on the rocky shore sending sprays of water high into the air. The receding water exposed more men grasping onto the rocks for their lives. Some, too exhausted to move, stayed where they were. Others pulled themselves up the rocky shore and struggled to safety.
“Wesley, here.” He turned and found her at the rocks trying to help one of Ewan’s soldiers.
He rushed to her side grabbing the man under his arms and heaving him on his shoulder.
“Can you get up the cliff without help? I’m needed here.” They staggered past the waterline and he set the soldier down.
“Is there something I can do?” He heard no panic in her voice.
“Go to the grotto. Your father should be there.” He had no idea if he was right, but he didn’t want her to find him dead lashed to a grate on the beach. A flare in the direction of the cavern caught his attention. Someone started a fire. At least she’d be warm.
He moved toward the men, some clinging to lines from the broken ship, other flailing in the water, but Darla grabbed his arm.
“How can I thank you?”
She stood there wet, disheveled, wrapped in a sail with a strength and beauty he admired.
“You’d do the same for me. Go to your father.”
Wesley watched while she made her way over the rocks and boulders. Her silhouette against the fire assured him she arrived safely.
He had work to do. He didn’t plan to leave the beach until every man was safe. He lent his muscle and pulled men out of the water. He mustered them into small groups and directed them up the slope.
The rain and wind had let up but this was only a temporary lull in the storm. The very air tasted of another onslaught of wind and rain.
With the last of the men off to safety, he made a final search of the area looking for anything to salvage. Amongst a waterlogged heap of wood and seaweed, he picked up the broken tiller. If the tiller had held, they would have avoided the rocks, without it they were doomed. With all the strength he had left, he heaved the offensive wood into the water.
“Where’s Darla?”
Wesley swung around, barely able to grab an unsteady Maxwell before the man collapsed in his arms.
“How did you get here?” Wesley asked.
“I woke lashed to a grate, aground on the beach, and worked myself free.” Maxwell grabbed Wesley. “Where’s Darla? I locked her in the storage closet thinking I saved her from the pirates. I’ve looked for her everywhere. She isn’t dead. I must find her. I must.”
Maxwell struggled to get out of his hands.
He stared into the face of a distraught and battered man. How he kept going was beyond him. The wind picked up again. Lightning flashes lit up the sky behind the clouds, and the muffled rumble of thunder vibrated through the air.
“She’s safe at the grotto, looking for you. Come, we’ll go together.”
Maxwell looked at him with watery eyes and stopped struggling. “Thank God,” Maxwell mumbled.
Wesley led the way as he and Maxwell climbed over rocks and boulders in a drizzling rain and scaled the last of the steep slope in the midst of a downpour.
Wesley moved carefully along the edge of the narrow path hugging the rocks. Maxwell followed. Beneath them was a forty foot drop to the sea below.
By the time he and Maxwell reached the large boulder in front of the grotto, the driving rain came down in waves.
“Richards,” Maxwell called and hurried to reach the man in tattered clothes crouched next to the fire, helping a sailor.
His captain turned toward them and rose, every inch an officer.
“Lady Darla has been sick with worry,” he said.
“Where is she?” Maxwell looked over his head and scanned the area.
“She and one of the men went to the castle. Sit by the fire and get warm. Help will be here soon.”
Maxwell nodded and sank to the ground.
“All the men are accounted for, but I’m afraid we’ve lost the Sea Diamond,” Richards said.
“You may be able to raise her once the storm passes and the water calms,” Wesley said, and sat next to Maxwell. “The hole in the side can be repaired.”
He stretched his frozen fingers toward the flame, relishing the warmth.
“You have my gratitude for saving my most precious gem.” Maxwell’s face glowed with relief.
“Your gems? I didn’t take the gems from your cabin. They’re still on the ship.”
Maxwell gave a slight chuckle that turned into a hacking cough.
“All the gems in the world cannot compare to my Darla. She is my most precious gem.” Maxwell hung his head, tears running down his cheeks. “I thought I lost her.”
“She’s very resourceful.” Wesley put his arm around the distraught father. “When I got into the room, I found a hole in the hull. It wasn’t from the ship crashing against the rocks. She managed to break through the hull. We swam to the surface together and came ashore.”
Maxwell raised his head. Wesley didn’t find any mask, not of an overseer or of superiority. Pride lit Maxwell’s face.
“She swims like a fish.” Maxwell chuckled.
The dancing flames of the fire settled. The wind and rain calmed. The rhythmic sound of crashing waves against the rocks and tramping feet reached their ears. Lord Ewan’s men came around the boulder and entered the grotto with blankets and supplies.
“We need to move at once before the wind turns. The climb up the cliff is hazardous in good weather,” the castle guard said.
“My daughter?” Maxwell asked.
“Lady Darla is safe. She’s with Lady Eugena and Lady Maria,” the guard said.
“We can’t all leave at once. It will be too difficult for the guards to manage.” Richards counted off and divided the men into three groups. “We’ll take those injured first.”
“You go with the men.” Maxwell pointed to Richards and Wesley. “I’ll wait until everyone is gone.”
Wesley threw a piece of driftwood on to the fire. “I’ll stay with you, while Richards sees to the crew.”
“I’ll let Lady Darla know you’re—”
“Alive,” Maxwell said.
“That you’ll be with her shortly.” Richards worked with the guards and moved the men out.
“I must thank Lord Ewan for caring for Darla and rescuing us. He is a good man.”
“To some,” Wesley said. Even exhausted, the mention of Lord Ewan ignited his temper.
“I wish you understood him as I do.”
He looked at Maxwell, one of Lord Ewan’s allies. “My father also thought Lord Ewan a great man.” He stopped himself from saying more, but he didn’t forget how the lord had betrayed his father. Tossed him out. For no reason. Took his land and livelihood.
“Your father Collin Reynolds was a proud man. I know. We were the closest of friends. Sometimes he was too proud.”
The shock of discovery knocked out what little wind he had in him.
“You are mistaken. I’m Wesley Mills.”
Maxwell laughed.
“Mills is your mother’s family name. Besides, you look like your mother when she was a young girl. Anyone who knows you and her can spot the resemblance.” Maxwell’s simple truth took him off guard.
He shook his head, still shaken to the core. “You’ve known all along and said nothing. If you were my father’s close friend, how could you betray him?” At last. An explanation. Maybe even a request for forgiveness.
“I didn’t betray Collin. I counseled him as best I could. I begged Collin to let me help him. He thought differently. There was no meeting of the minds, and when a horrible incident happened, he had no options.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Your father’s brother had a son. When your aunt died in childbirth, your uncle raised the boy on his own.”
Wesley stared at Maxwell, startled by the information.
“You … you must be confused. My uncle had no son.” Wesley glanced at Maxwell’s head. Perhaps he had been hit too hard.
The man smiled and patted his arm. “Your father and uncle each had one son.”
“Surely, I know my own family …” Strange, Maxwell didn’t appear daft. On the contrary, his eyes were gentle, with understanding.
Maxwell said nothing.
“It was just the four of us: Father, Mother, Fynn, and me,” Wesley said in a rush of words.
Maxwell’s sad expression didn’t change. Wesley stared at him across a sudden ringing silence.
“Fynn is not my brother?” Maxwell didn’t respond. Wesley took a deep breath and tried to remain calm.
“Your uncle overindulged the boy and made him a difficult child, never satisfied, and thought himself better than others.”
Wesley agreed with Maxwell’s assessment of Fynn, but he struggled with the information. He searched his memory for signs, words, anything to confirm or deny what Maxwell said. Was it some trick to pit the brothers against each other? He let that thought die. From everything he experienced with Maxwell, the man was honest and truthful.
“Collin and his brother were always at odds over the boy. Your uncle left the boy on his own. Collin cautioned him. He needed a strong hand. Many of us tried to reason with him. You were five when your uncle died. Fynn was ten. Collin felt a duty to the boy, and a bit of guilt he hadn’t done more. That doesn’t matter now. He took the boy in. As he grew older, his issues grew with him.” Maxwell stared into the fire with a faraway look.
“Why did Lord Ewan cast us out of Dundhragon?”
“You weren’t cast out. Your father chose to leave. No one wanted him to go, least of all Lord Ewan.” Maxwell turned to him. “No one wanted his nephew to stay.”
Fynn. Wesley closed his eyes. The truth was there all along. How many times did he say their exile was his fault? Anger rippled up his spine, anger at his father for being stubborn, anger at Fynn for his trickery and deception, and anger at himself for not seeing the truth.
“Fynn was a wild child who turned into an even wilder young man. He used your father’s position with Lord Ewan and expected … no, he demanded unreasonable liberties. A mean-spirited boy, Fynn terrorized the staff, others his age, even some adults. He was the reason your mother insisted you foster with her family in England. She called Fynn an evil influence.”
“Mother brought me to her family when I was ten. Father visited us from time to time, but we rarely came back to Scotland.” Images and pieces of conversations long forgotten came to mind like driftwood washed ashore on the incoming tide.
“Time after time, Lord Ewan told Collin to clip Fynn’s sails, but your father gave excuses for his behavior, said he would grow out of it. But over the years, things didn’t change. Collin took him on trading voyages, and he got into more trouble.
“Your father, Lord Ewan, and I went to Inverlochy. Our trip didn’t go as we planned and we returned early. We commiserated in the hall drinking ale. Lord Ewan went to speak to Keira. There was a commotion in the upper hall. We thought the castle under siege.
“We rushed up the steps two at a time, our swords drawn. We followed the screams to Maria’s room.” He didn’t interrupt Maxwell. There was something about his haunted look. He was back in the castle all those years ago. “We pulled Lord Ewan off Fynn. Maria cowered in hysterics, Keira wrapped around her. The poor girl didn’t have to say anything, her torn clothes and badly bruised body spoke for itself. Fynn insisted Maria tricked him into coming to her room and begged him to bed her.
“Because Lord Ewan loved your father, he didn’t kill Fynn. Instead, he banished Fynn from Dundhragon, never to return under penalty of death. I told you your father was a proud man. He stood up to Lord Ewan and told him if he banished Fynn, he too would leave. Your father and Fynn left that night.
“Banishment comes at a price. Your father forfeited his business and ships. Lord Ewan did have a heart. He allowed your father to keep your mother’s inheritance, her parents’ house, and her modest yearly allowance.”
“Only to take it away from Fynn when Father died, along with all Father’s money.” His words were loaded with bitterness.
“The house and the money belonged to your mother and her heir, not him.”
Wesley stared at Maxwell at the implication. The house and funds belonged … to him?
Maxwell remained quiet for some time.
Wesley took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment. Had he been as foolish as his father, so willing to believe Fynn’s tales and blame anyone but his father for the family’s situation?
“For the last three years, since Father died, Fynn’s told me lies. He always blamed Lord Ewan.” He let out a chuckle, a dry cynical sound. “I should have believed him when he declared the family downfall was his fault.”
“It’s probably the one truth he told you.”
Deep down, he knew Maxwell was right. He’d witnessed Fynn’s meanness firsthand, his disregard for others. This crusade of Fynn’s to destroy Lord Ewan and Maxwell had nothing to do with avenging his father, but to erase the evidence of his guilt. His motivation these last three years was based on Fynn’s invented lies.
He bent his head in his hands and felt as adrift as the debris in the water below. Fynn made him his accomplice. And he went willingly. He was as bound to Fynn as his father and look how that ended, his father dead and his family in ruin.
“Come.” Maxwell stood. “It’s time for us to go up to the castle.”




Chapter Fourteen
WESLEY SAT IN the garrison with Maxwell and the other men. The odor of burning wood, the undertone of wet wool, and the murmur of quiet conversation sat heavy in the air. Men wrapped in blankets huddled around the hearth. Staff from the castle passed among them serving ale and bread.
One by one, each of Wesley’s offenses against the Association, Maxwell, Lord Ewan, and Darla flashed in front of him. He had no way to contact Fynn, not after the storm. No way to confront him. At the moment all he could do was wait.
The doors to the garrison opened. Everyone turned and a hush blanketed over the room. Lord Ewan stood motionless in the doorway for a moment.
Wesley examined the man’s face. His eyes had the gentle concern Wesley associated with his father and a pang of loss hit him. Would he be merciful or as ruthless as Fynn painted him?
Maxwell left his side and stood behind him.
Lord Ewan walked amid the men, stopping to speak to each one. No harsh words were spoken. On the contrary, Wesley overheard his lordship commend each man for his bravery. He witnessed the concerned leader hold injured men, adjust their blankets, help them lift their ale. The leader magically transformed the huddled men from tragic to heroic figures. He made his way to Maxwell’s side.
“Maxwell, I’m glad you and your men are safe. Those rocks are deadly during a storm. I waited for an opportunity to send my men. You’re fortunate there was a lull in the weather.”
Wesley studied the relationship between the two men in another light, not as conspirators, but rather as close friends.
“I was told none were lost,” Lord Ewan said.
“Yes. My men owe a debt of gratitude to Wesley.” Maxwell placed a hand on his shoulder. “He rescued Darla from the ship. Once she was safe, he helped the men come ashore and made sure every man was accounted for while Captain Richards administered to them.”
Wesley’s heart raced. What would the Lord Ewan do when he recognized him?
“Wesley,” Lord Ewan said to him.
“Yes, sir.” He took a deep breath and rose to his feet, the blanket around his shoulders slipped to the ground. He peered into the clear observant eyes of his lordship, and let out the breath he held. There was no light of recognition in the man’s eyes. Perhaps Maxwell was wrong about the resemblance.
“You have my gratitude for keeping my friend, his daughter, and crew safe. I’ll want you to tell me all about your ordeal after you rest.”
Lord Ewan’s praise, genuinely given, calmed him more by how he spoke than what he said. Deep down Wesley understood his actions may be praiseworthy, but he cringed that his motives were not.
“For now, sit. Warm yourself. You’ve earned your rest,” Lord Ewan said in a gentle tone.
Wesley lowered himself to the floor and pulled the blanket close. Where was the ogre Fynn painted? All he heard in Lord Ewan’s voice was gratitude and respect.
“Before you say anything,” Lord Ewan said to Maxwell, “there are two things we need to discuss. One, Fynn and his band of pirates are in the area. The Black Opal was seen. My men are searching for him. He is well aware that if he is found, he will be killed. He holds a grudge against us both, which leads me to the second item. Darla told me what happened in Ellenbeich. I think Fynn is behind the incident. It is meant to be an attack against you. Keeping the family in Ellenbeich is no longer feasible. A new strategy is needed. We’ve spoken of this before. You cannot wait, Darla cannot wait. She needs a protector. I gave this some thought, and I want to discuss my plans with you. Are you up to it?”
“Yes, but a protector? She is with you and Eugena to find a husband, not a protector.”
“I agree, but if a match isn’t found, then a protector will be the best alternative. Come, we’ll speak in my solar then we can discuss what can be salvaged from the wreck. I want to go over a special surprise with you, for our pirate. Then we’ll join your men in the hall,” Lord Ewan said.
Out of the corner of his eye, Wesley stared at the two men as they left the barracks in animated discussion.
Until his father’s death three years ago, he hadn’t seen Fynn more than once a year. He closed his eyes not wanting to face the truth. Images of the cliff steps by Glesanda and his father lying broken at the bottom emerged. The rain was relentless. He was to meet his father by the cliff but was detained. He rubbed his face with his hand, trying to wipe the images away, but they persisted.
The rock steps were slick after the rain. If he had been with him—he could have saved him. It was an old argument that went through his mind over and over those first days after the funeral. He stayed for weeks going through his father’s papers and business dealings only to find the house became the property of Lord Ewan and there was no money left.
That’s when Fynn whispered in his ear. Day after day he flooded him with tales of Lord Ewan and Maxwell stripping the family of everything. Fynn gladly provided the details of the sacrifices he made to protect his father and him. By the end of his stay, Wesley believed each of the revelations.
Fynn may have lashed out at him with lies and betrayal, but it was time he parried with truth and honesty.
He groaned knowing he betrayed Maxwell, the Association, and Darla. He shuddered at the thought he was like Fynn and bent his head covering his face with his hands.
Darla.
He raised his head. He needed to speak to Maxwell. From his experience at the English court, he knew all about protectors who assumed they had complete authority over their charge. He knew some protectors who decided their responsibilities included limitless access to the woman as well as her funds. If anyone was going to protect Darla, it would be him. Maxwell may not agree, but he would make every effort to convince him.
He raked his hand through his hair. First, he had to confront Fynn, and in order to do that, he had to keep him alive, find him before Lord Ewan’s men.
He got to his feet and made his way to the door. His footsteps thundered down the corridor as he headed out of the castle toward the cavern.
A mist shrouded his way down the rocky slope. The weather turned into a light rain by the time he reached the Grotto.
“Wesley, over here.” Fynn stood alone trying to keep warm by the embers of the dying fire.
“Ewan knows you’re here. He has his men looking for you. If anyone finds you, you’ll be killed,” Wesley said.
“Ah, but you, my brother, won’t let that happen.”
Wesley looked at Fynn. The veneer of their days together since his father’s death sloughed off. He looked at the boy he grew up with, the one that terrorized and got pleasure from hurting others. No, he wouldn’t let anything happen to Fynn, not until he had the truth, all of it.
“What did our family do that was so wicked to make Lord Ewan banish us?” he asked.
Fynn’s smile fell. He planted his feet a bit wider and crossed his arms over his chest. He didn’t scare Wesley.
The wind picked up and the rain came down in sheets. Wesley’s mood fit the changing weather.
“You spoke with Lord Ewan. How can you believe him over me? He’s done nothing but torment Father and our family. While you stayed with her and had your idyllic life in England, with your fancy friends, going to the university and a successful business, I remained with Father—”
“Her? You mean my mother, your aunt?”
Fynn’s face turned white. No denial. No objection. Maxwell had told the truth.
“Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”
“He was like a father to me. He was the one who cared about me, not her. You were the center of her universe. You don’t remember how she hated me.”
“He was like a father to you and how did you repay him? You terrorized everyone around you, including my mother. You made unreasonable demands and took advantage of Father’s friendship with Lord Ewan. You even took liberties with his young daughter Maria.”
“That whore wasn’t so young. Sixteen. She slept with everyone, why not me?”
“The fact that she didn’t want to should be reason enough. I’m done with this vendetta and with you.”
“And what will you do? Where will you go?” Fynn expanded his chest and scowled as he swaggered closer. “You’re the one whose life is in danger once Ewan, Maxwell, and the lovely Darla find out how you planned the downfall of the Association and to steal Maxwell’s jewels, to say nothing of attacking the village.
“No one will believe you when I tell them you wanted your father’s money and would go to any lengths to secure it, how you planned to ruin Maxwell’s reputation and livelihood.” He took the fake necklace from his coat.
Wesley grabbed it out of Fynn’s hand. He threw it on the ground, and smashed it with the heel of his boot.
“And plotted with Justin to terrorize Darla, call her a witch.”
“My plot? You mean your plot. Once Lord Ewan speaks to Justin, he’ll tell him everything.”
“Justin is my man. After all, the orders came from the captain of the Black Opal and we all know who the captain is.” Fynn’s nonchalant attitude changed. “The fool destroyed the tiller and caused the ship to go a ground. He was supposed to disable it and we were going to take her for our own. I wouldn’t need your Black Opal. With a ship like the Sea Diamond, I would rule the waters. I was lenient with him, but we have an understanding.”
“Intent is one thing, action is another. They may not forgive me, but I’m willing to take that chance. You lied and bullied your way long enough. You want to be some great pirate, then go. Go to Scarba with MacAlpin.”
Fear, stark and vivid, flared in Fynn’s eyes as lightning lit up the cave. The brief glimpse of his eyes was enough for Wesley. He witnessed that look other times when MacAlpin saw through the tricks. Perhaps the Pirate King had had enough. The answer sounded right to him.
He leaned close so his cousin would have no doubt he was serious.
“MacAlpin found you out for the opportunist and thief that you are. He banished you and you thought you could get back into his good graces by … wait, no. You don’t want to be part of his crew. You want to be the Pirate King here. And what were you planning to do about me?”
Fynn grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him close.
“You are the least of my concerns. All your conniving with the Association speaks for itself. As soon as the storm passes, my men will be in the water to recover the gems. When Lord Ewan and Maxwell dive to reclaim them, they’ll find nothing and will torture you to give them up, but you won’t have them. Add that to Justin’s confession of how you paid him to start the fire in Ellenbeich and threaten your beloved Darla. How you courted her, wooed her, and planned to leave her broken-hearted. Justin will tell them how you also paid him to damage the tiller on the Sea Diamond and planned to drive it aground.”
Wesley squeezed the small bones on the hand that held his shirt until it went into a spasm and opened.
“You’ll be lucky if they banish you. I think, Cousin, that you should leave this place before Lord Ewan sets his soldiers after you, under penalty of death.” Fynn pulled his hand away and laughed as he started to walk out the grotto.
Wesley blocked Fynn’s way. He had the whole story now, as awful as it was. There was nothing he could do to restore Lord Ewan’s, Maxwell’s, or even Darla’s faith in him. At the moment he didn’t care.
“You’ll have to walk through me to leave.”
Fynn’s face exploded in a sadistic smile. “With pleasure. I’m tired of being in your shadow. You’re weak like your father. He should have challenged the great Lord Ewan when he banished us, but no, he let Lord Ewan take everything.”
“Lord Ewan didn’t banish the family. He banished you. My father stood by you, claimed you as his own, and when you were told to leave, we all left Dundhragon together,” Wesley said.
“And what was Collin Reynolds’ reward for a nephew he defended?”
He and Fynn spun toward the opening and faced Lord Ewan, Maxwell, and Darla. “His brother’s bastard son thanked him with deception. Collin should have let me take care of you. Perhaps it’s not too late.”
The only way Wesley could avenge his parents’ suffering and repent for his own misjudgment, was to take care of this himself.
“Lord Ewan. He is my responsibility. I will see to Fynn. He is a thief, a man without honor who would let another take the blame for his actions.”
“And what about you? You wanted revenge.” Fynn turned to Maxwell. “He set about to avenge your betrayal of his father, ruin you, and your daughter.”
Lord Ewan, Maxwell, and Darla stared at him, their faces empty of emotion. They said nothing.
Fynn turned to Wesley, his fists clenched.
“Don’t get all high and mighty. You’re no better than me.”
“Yes, I wanted revenge, but not built on your lies. You lied to yourself about your innocence and put all your sins on me. For my family, I would give my life, but not for a liar or a thief.”
The rumble of thunder and flash of lightning exploded in unison, the same time Fynn flew at Wesley.




Chapter Fifteen
FYNN’S JAB HIT Wesley squarely on the chin. The pirate dipped to the right. Stunned, Wesley shook his head to clear it. A surge of pain reminded him who he dealt with. He noticed too late the punch was a distraction when a right uppercut doubled him over and he fell to his knees.
Towering over him, fists clenched at his side, the pirate’s face switched from anger to delight.
“Just like your father.”
Wesley’s anger became a scolding fury. The pirate would confuse caring for weakness. God forgive him, Wesley wanted to defeat him in both mind and body. To do that he’d have to let Fynn believe he was winning, then he would make him wish he had never been born.
Wesley got to his feet.
“You never did know when to expect the next punch. I thought after all these years you’d learn.”
Fynn came at him. Wesley slammed his fist into the pirate’s side and sent him staggering backward. Fynn tilted his head to the side. “You think you can fight.”
Wesley said nothing. Fynn pasted a satisfied smile on his face and waved the man on.
He ran into Wesley sending him into the pile of wood. Splinters stabbed his arms. Dirt and ash from the doused fire pit exploded into the air.
The pirate pulled him up by his jerkin, their faces inches from each other. “You can’t fight. I’m not going to kill you. But, after I’m finished, you’ll wish I had. I’ll leave you to Lord Ewan’s justice. I’ll tell them how your father found out your plans to ruin the Association and tried to stop you. How you argued and when he threatened to bring you to Lord Ewan for justice, you tossed him off the cliff.”
The truth of his father’s murder hit Wesley hard. Fynn killed his father and had every intention of putting the blame on him. His rage built until he could no longer contain it.
“Is that what Father tried to tell me but was unable to speak? Each time we promised him revenge his eyes begged us.”
“You were the one who assumed he wanted us to avenge his death.”
“Only after you told me those were his last words.”
“His last word was Wesley. Not me, your mother or anyone else. Wesley.”
The pirate drew his hand back and jabbed at Wesley, but his fist never connected. He stared at his fist caught in Wesley’s hand.
“My turn.” Wesley’s voice was firm and final. He pushed Fynn away.
The pirate stared at him with bulging eyes.
Wesley threw his weight behind the first punch. “This is for Lord Ewan,”
And the next, “This is for Maxwell and Darla.”
And the next, “This is for Father.” Until Fynn’s face was a bloody mess.
The pirate staggered back, his eyes glazed with a sheen of fear. Slowly, he drew a knife from his boot and rushed forward. His father’s murderer dipped and weaved to the right, slashing his weapon at him.
Wesley picked up a large piece of driftwood and using it as a shield, parried. He blocked with the makeshift weapon, the knife embedded in the wood, but the pirate plucked it out.
The two circled and lunged at each other. Wesley worked them away from the others, out of the grotto and into the pouring rain.
Fynn came at him. He led with his knife.
Wesley sidestepped just enough for the blade to pass a hair’s breadth from his face. Off balance, Fynn slipped on the slick rocks.
Quickly, before the pirate could recover and make his next move, Wesley went on the attack. He tossed aside the wood, stepped forward, threw his body weight behind his fist and smashed the pirate in the stomach. He grabbed Fynn’s knife arm and twisted it until it fell out of his hand and the knife skidded across the ground. It teetered for a heartbeat on the edge of the cliff before it went over into the sea forty feet below. Fynn stood stunned for a moment.
The fight had taken them dangerously close to the edge.
Fynn’s arms drooped and he stumbled.
“You’re not accustomed to a real fight, are you?” Wesley said his heart hammering, his breathing ragged. Panic danced across Fynn’s face, but Wesley wasn’t done.
Fynn reeled from the hard punches. His defenses down, he was vulnerable. Wesley wanted to finish the bout. He thrust his leg to the side and caught Fynn in the stomach. Fynn collapsed, doubling over. His teacher, Magnus’ words echoed in his head. Don’t think. Fight. Wesley threw a right cross and hit him in the side of the head, then planted a quick uppercut directly under his chin.
Fynn’s head snapped back, sending a fine spray of blood all over Wesley and arcing in the air.
Don’t think. Fight.
The pirate recovered and with an animal anger in his eyes, lunged at him.
Wesley grasped Fynn’s head with both hands, brought it down hard as he raised his knee. The sound of a blunt crack reached his ears. When he let go, blood leaked from both his nostrils, his nose twisted to the side.
Fynn drew back his fist and plowed it into Wesley’s stomach. Fynn bent down to grab the discarded driftwood. Both men scrambled on the ground for the stick, each one shoving it out of the other’s reach.
Wesley fingers clawed the ground and touched the stick, he reached a bit more, and just as his fingers scrambled to secure it, Fynn knocked it away and sent it over the side amid the sheets of rain, pounding thunder, and flashes of lightning.
They scrambled to their feet and circled each other. Fynn let go a right hook striking Wesley in the side of his face.
He staggered at the edge of the cliff and slipped on the wet surface. Loose rocks skittered over the edge.
Fynn, his mouth set in a grim sneer, stared at Wesley.
The others stood in silence. It was as if time itself held its breath.
The flashes of lightning in rapid succession were followed by rolls of thunder. The pungent smell of the storm filled the air.
Don’t think. Fight.
Wesley stumbled forward and swung at Fynn, but missed. Fynn’s face, illuminated by the lightning behind him, was a marble mask of contempt.
A lightning bolt and a deafening boom of thunder struck the rocks several yards away. Shards of rocks exploded and rained down, battering the cliff while large pieces of the promontory dropped into the sea.
Startled, Fynn stepped backward and slipped on the loose stones. His arms wind-milled as he tried to regain his balance. Wesley reached out and grabbed him. Fynn gave him a sly smile, arched his back, and took them both over the edge.

DARLA AND THE others raced to the edge in time to catch sight of the men plunging into the water. She searched the raging sea, unable to find either man. Darla took off at a run, slipping and sliding her way down the slope to the narrow strip of land surrounding the deep pool. Her father and Lord Ewan were close behind.
Her father grabbed her close as rocks and mud slid off the promontory and crashed into the sea.
“We can’t stay here,” Lord Ewan said.
Darla ignored them both, her focus on the water. She had no intention of leaving without Wesley.
As above, so below. As within, so without. Come to the surface from beneath, where both Fynn and Wesley can freely breathe. So mote it be. She repeated the silent chant in her head and waited.
“There,” she said pointing to the middle of the pool. Both men surfaced amid the falling rocks.
Fynn took a breath and ducked under. A moment later, Wesley gasped for breath as he was pulled beneath the surface.
The rolls of thunder echoed in the distance while the lightning continued to light the area. The rock slide eased. The water was less agitated, but there was no sign of either man.
Ready to dive in and find him, she touched her waist. Nothing. Her hands patted her dress. Her belt with her pouch was gone. Her heart raced as she tried to remember. It came to her in a rush. Wesley had cut it off when the belt and skirt caught on the crate.
She looked at the water. It appeared different now, threatening, dangerous. The birth veil is a myth. She didn’t need it to help Wesley. She scanned the water for any sign of them, afraid they wouldn’t come to the surface. How much longer could they last?
Wesley surfaced and shook his head, sending a spray of water around him. He turned around. As Fynn emerged Wesley grabbed him by the shirt and smashed his head into his.
The rain came down heavy again and made it difficult for her to see. She strained at the edge to watch the men. Unable to catch sight of anything, her frustration grew at the sounds of grunts and splashing.
The boom of thunder above her made her look up as the large boulder by the edge of the cliff wobbled and began to tumble down the rock wall.
The boulder was huge. Anyone caught by it would surely die.
“Wesley,” she shouted.
The men fought on.
“Wesley,” she screamed, and tried to rush to the rim of the pool, but her father held her back.
The boulder plunged into the water creating a large surge that drenched her, her father, and Lord Ewan.
When she looked again both men were gone. An unnatural quiet filled the small area. Lightning flashed, but there was no thunder. Rocks splashed into the water, but there was no sound. Her father spoke, but she heard nothing.
She focused her attention on the water. The image of Wesley’s face radiated across the pool.
She ran down the spur.
“Darla stop,” her father screamed.
She kept going until she picked her spot, and dove in. She swam to where she last saw the men, then dove to the bottom. She reached the bottom but they weren’t there. She swam with the current, speeding along until she came to the large underwater cliff. Visions of swimming near the cliff with the boy in her dreams lingered, then she swam for the surface.
Her head broke through and she filled her lungs with air. She looked across the now calm water. One last deep breath and she turned and made her way to the bottom, past the cliff’s edge and down into the valley, drawn by the image of Wesley’s face.
She skimmed the bottom of the valley. Up ahead, the water swirled with mud. She moved closer. One man swam away. The other was pinned under large rocks.
Wesley wouldn’t leave Fynn to drown. Not like Fynn left the boy so many years ago. Though her lungs burned she raced on and found Wesley caught between two boulders. She put her palms against the stone and pushed it. The boulder moved enough for Wesley to work himself free. They both started for the surface.
Her breath was almost gone, her arms heavy weights. Each stroke sapped what little energy she had left. Her pouch gone, her dragon deserted her, perhaps death was better than marrying someone you didn’t love.
As above, so below. As within, so without. My life I would gladly give, for my beloved Wesley to live. So mote it be.
She had done all she could. Her arms stopped pulling and her feet stopped kicking. Her lungs on fire, one breath was all she wanted. One last breath of air.
A surge from behind pushed her up and came next to her. Dazed, she turned and tried to focus on the murky water. Her dragon, his heart aglow, sped alongside pulling her up. With a burst of energy, she swam with all her might.
As she opened her mouth unable to bear the burning in her lungs a moment longer, her face broke through the surface. She gasped and took in large gulps of air. She turned expecting her dragon but instead saw Wesley’s face before everything went black.




Chapter Sixteen
WESLEY HELPED THE guards lift Darla into the waiting small faering boat and heaved himself over the gunwale. Someone slipped a blanket over his shoulders. Thankful, he acknowledged the kindness. Amid the men and oars, he made his way to Darla’s side.
Her eyes fluttered open and he breathed a sigh of relief. He took her in his arms and held her close as the men rowed for shore.
With a gentle touch, she pulled his blanket away and moved his tattered shirt aside. She stared at a coiled dragon with a glowing red heart tattooed on his chest.
“It was you all along,” she muttered before she closed her eyes and fell asleep.
“Is she all right?” Richards’ voice sounded low and a bit hoarse. The captain’s unusual emotion made him look up into the man’s concerned eyes.
His throat burned, not from the lack of air, but from the tears he fought to control. She’d come after him. To save him.
“She’s very brave. I don’t know how she managed.” Richards’ voice dipped to a whisper. He gave a nervous cough and turned toward the sky. “The weather appears to be cooperating. We may be done with all the rain. Rest. We’ll have you ashore soon.”
The captain moved to his crew.
Wesley was thankful to be left alone with his thoughts. He brushed the hair from her face and watched the rise and fall of her chest. She was indeed brave.
He and Fynn had been tossed and drawn down into the undersea valley, caught by the draft of the falling boulders that plunged into the sea. That either of them had enough breath to survive was luck, that Darla found him and was able to save him, a miracle.
He couldn’t say where his strength came from when he saw her struggling to the surface. He cradled her in his lap. He knew he wouldn’t let her die. He’d never let anything happen to her.
“How much longer until we reach land?”
He looked down into Darla’s eyes. “You woke at the right time. We are coming to the castle landing.”
Noise by the landing, for the most part a quiet area, drew his attention. Soldiers pulled Fynn from a boat and dragged him away. Their next battle would be one of words.
“Bank oars,” Richards commanded. In unison, the two pairs of oars slid in until the handles rested under the gunwales on the far side of the boat. With a gentle bump, they nudged the landing. The sailors secured the lines.
“Your horses are waiting,” a soldier said.
“Horses?” He couldn’t comprehend the man.
“Yes, sir. Lord Ewan is waiting for you in the hall,” the soldier said as he helped them onto the horses, then led them to the castle.
Exhausted, he had to resolve his part in his misguided plan at once. He would laugh at the irony if the realization he nearly completed his plot didn’t shake him to his core.
The hollow clopping of the horse’s hooves as they crossed the castle drawbridge made him sit up tall. He was a Reynolds. He would meet his judgment with dignity. They passed through the entrance. Soldiers stood in formation within the courtyard. He scanned the area, not to escape, but knowing this was the last time he would be in these surroundings as a free man.
After he dismounted, he helped Darla to the ground. He waited a heartbeat for the soldiers to take him away. Instead, they flanked them both and led them into the hall.
His step faltered when he entered the dimly lit room. Storm shutters covered the windows. Few of the abundant torches were used, lending a threatening air to the large chamber. Lord Ewan sat on the dais in the Great Dundhragon Chair, an empty chair next to him. It was a formal gathering.
He brought Darla to her father and tilted his head in a respectful bow. Before he could step back between the soldiers, Maxwell took his arm and pulled him next to him.
Had he misjudged the man? He was honoring his father, not letting him stand alone when Lord Ewan metered out his judgment. He was glad for that.
He looked toward his lordship. He raised his hand and signaled to Magnus who stood next to Maria and Lady Eugena.
Magnus went to a side door. He came back dragging Fynn and pushed him in front of Lord Ewan.
“You know the punishment for entering Dundhragon,” Lord Ewan said.
Fynn said nothing. He scanned the room looking everyone in the eye. Wesley put a protective arm around Darla when the pirate’s evil glance reached them.
His brave, beautiful Darla didn’t flinch.
He held Fynn’s stare, ready for the worst.
Hands on hips, the pirate faced Lord Ewan. He waited a few heartbeats then stepped forward, but the soldiers grabbed him and kept him back. Fynn shook off their hands.
“I have protected my cousin long enough, taken his blame as my own for the sake of his father, who I loved.” He bowed his head and put his hand over his heart. “I have watched in horror as Wesley planned to avenge his father’s downfall. Time after time, I told him to blame me for Collin’s actions. He would not listen. Once Wesley threw his lot in with the pirates, he was lost. There was nothing I could do to dissuade him.”
“We heard everything you said in the grotto,” Darla said.
Fynn stuck out his chest, raised his chin, and met Darla’s icy stare.
“It pains me to tell you. He deceived you as well, pretending to love you. He wanted your father to suffer for betraying Collin and he used you as his tool.”
This was Fynn’s plan all along. Betrayal. And convincing him to act against Lord Ewan, a treasonous act. It was a lesson learned, but was it too late?
“I tried to stop him, but when we were in the depths of the sea and he had one opportunity to redeem himself, he left me there to die. It was lucky I was able to get free on my own.”
Finished, Fynn stood between the soldiers and waited.
“Do you have anything else to say?” Lord Ewan asked.
The pirate looked at him, a smirk playing across his lips. Most of what Fynn accused him of was true, in the beginning. Did it matter he exaggerated the rest? No. There were no degrees of treason.
“No, Lord Ewan.” Fynn bowed his head.
“Wesley,” Lord Ewan said.
He turned and faced Darla.
“Lady Darla. Many things that Fynn said are true, but not everything. He convinced me that Lord Ewan and your father were responsible for my family’s hardship and my father’s death. He convinced me our family was banished wrongfully and that your father was aware of the true circumstances and said nothing.
“Lord Ewan sent him away, not the family. My family’s hardship and my father’s death were his doing, no one else’s.
“In grief, in guilt for not being with my father when he died, Fynn convinced me we needed to avenge his death. I’m ashamed to admit that you were also part of the plan.”
In front of her, he weighed whether to declare his love but decided against it. She told him in so many ways she loved him. Best if he was executed she must not bear a lost love.
“I hope you believe me when I say that our friendship meant more to me than the vendetta.” He bowed his head, not wanting to see the anger and hate in her eyes.
No. He was not a coward. He had to face the consequences of his deception. He took a steadying breath, raised his gaze, and stared into her eyes and saw passion. She reached out and gently touched his face. Leaning toward him their lips a breath apart, she kissed him. His heart pounded. She still loved him. The thought washed over him like a cleansing tide. He turned toward Lord Ewan.
“Do you have anything else to say?” Lord Ewan asked.
Darla stepped forward, but Lord Ewan raised his hand to stop her. Wesley didn’t want her to say anything. His heart soared, knowing she wanted to speak on his behalf.
“Lady Darla. I will listen to your comments, but not at this moment. There is someone else who has asked to speak.” Lord Ewan motioned to Magnus.
The door to the hall opened. Five men walked into the center of the room.
“No,” Fynn shouted, and tried to free himself of his guards, but the soldiers held him in place.
“Welcome, MacAlpin,” Lord Ewan said and indicated the chair next to him.
The pirate’s unprecedented appearance in Dundhragon piqued everyone’s interest except Maxwell. His eyes twinkled with pleasure and excitement.
“I’ll make this short. I am not interested in sailing the seas this far north. I stand by my agreement with Magnus and his father.”
Fynn looked from MacAlpin to Magnus. Both stood as solid and quiet as stone statues. Wesley was almost sorry for his cousin, but not quite.
“One of my loyal crewmen kept me informed. Fynn’s been a busy one, he has. He planned the attack on the Association ships,” MacAlpin counted the crimes on his fingers, “raided the coastal village, and plotted against Maxwell and Lady Darla, to say nothing of plotting against Wesley.
“My dear Lady,” MacAlpin spoke softly to Darla, “I regret your discomfort. A witch hunt is not a pretty sight and is nothing to be toyed with. Anyone who hints at one should be put to death. You can rest easy. The offender has felt my justice. For his part in this, Fynn should be drawn and quartered.”
He faced the gathering.
“Fynn’s grand plan? Establishing his own pirate kingdom here. Once my spy informed me, I contacted Magnus and Lord Ewan. All the things Fynn told you are half-truths. Wesley was a victim as much as everyone else. There are many more offenses Fynn’s committed against me. Stealing from me alone is treason by my law, and punishable by death.”
“But, I met with you,” Wesley said in a matter-of-fact manner.
“You would protect him?” The pirate’s eye’s narrowed, and even though he sat casually in the large chair beside Lord Ewan, he appeared threatening.
“I would tell the truth, all of it.” Wesley held his head high.
“Here is my truth. I wanted to meet you for myself. I heard of your privateering for the British crown and how you were instrumental in rescuing the prince from captivity. With such a renowned background, I wanted to meet the object of Fynn’s distaste. I saw at once why he hated you. You are everything he is not.” MacAlpin sat back in the chair and said nothing else. The room remained quiet.
“What say you?” Lord Ewan asked the Pirate King. “How should we judge these men?”
MacAlpin looked from Wesley to Fynn. The Pirate King was not known for his leniency. On the contrary, he was a hard, brutal man who set decrees at every turn as a means of command and control. To date, it had worked to MacAlpin’s advantage.
“I say grief clouded Wesley’s judgment,” MacAlpin said, his eyes on Wesley.
“Wesley step forward,” Lord Ewan said.
He straightened and stepped in front of Lord Ewan. His throat tightened as he tried to tamp down his growing regret for not seeing the truth earlier.
Lord Ewan bent forward. “I grieve with you for your father. He was a good man and a better friend. His misplaced devotion to his nephew caused his downfall. But you cannot go unpunished for your part in Fynn’s plan. For your deception to Graeme Maxwell, you will pay your debt to him as he sees fit.”
Lord Ewan leaned back, the sentence pronounced and over.
Wesley bowed deeply from the waist.
“You are most generous,” he said and returned to his place. Darla grabbed his hand and squeezed it.
He couldn’t believe his good fortune. He had the chance to make things right, perhaps even to restore the family name.
Lord Ewan faced MacAlpin.
“What say you about Fynn or do you need more time?”
“More time will not be necessary. I know this man for who and what he is, a thief and assassin, a man without any moral compass, without any respect for kith or kin. He is for himself. He will die by himself. At. My. Hand.” MacAlpin’s voice rang like thunder through the hall.
Wesley looked on as each word MacAlpin spoke pounded Fynn, making him sink lower and lower until only the two pirates who now held him kept him standing.
Lord Ewan and MacAlpin stood, and in unison turned their backs on Fynn.
Everyone in the hall turned as one and the pirates dragged Fynn away.
“Wesley. Stop them,” Fynn yelled. “Have mercy. Kill me. Don’t let them take me like this. You have no idea what they will do to me.”
The hall doors banged closed. Fynn’s muffled cries echoed as they dragged him away.
MacAlpin came down from the dais, glanced at him and Darla, then turned and followed his men out the door.
Lord Ewan came down from the dais. The hall began to empty. His lordship stopped in front of Wesley.
“Go to Maxwell. You will do all that he says. You are his to command until he is satisfied you have repaid him,” Lord Ewan said, his voice unemotional.
Wesley didn’t move. He waited as Lord Ewan walked out the door.
He turned to speak to Maxwell and scanned the room. He was the only person in the hall.




Chapter Seventeen
FOR THE LAST two months, Wesley’s heart ached as Lord Ewan and Lady Eugena introduced Darla to suitor after suitor. He could only stand by and watch. He no longer had any hope of redemption. Now he suffered every day and waited to be released from Maxwell’s service. He planned to go as far away from Dundhragon as possible and never return.
“I have something to give to Maxwell.” Wesley entered the family solar. Lord Ewan, Lady Eugena, Maria, Magnus, Maxwell, Keira, Darla, and a man a bit older than him stood chatting.
“Come in, come in. You saved me having to send for you.” Lord Ewan waved to him and he stepped into the private gathering.
“A message arrived from MacAlpin. He confirmed in vivid language Fynn’s death.”
The others around him were grim at the mention of Fynn’s name. But, no one mourned his passing, not even him. His father’s death had been avenged and for that he was glad.
“I was surprised when the Sea Diamond sailed into the channel. Captain Richards mentioned you made saving the boat your priority,” Lord Ewan said.
“Yes, but I didn’t do it alone. Captain Richards and the crew worked with me. Once we repaired the hull and moved her back into the water, the rest of the work went quickly.”
“I had my doubts, but Wesley worked hard and convinced me it could be done,” Maxwell said.
It was worth a try, and it was his path to redemption with Maxwell.
“I’m glad you succeeded. You’ve done well.” Lord Ewan pounded his back.
“You mentioned you had something for me.” Maxwell stood at his side.
Wesley reached in his pocket and pulled out the amber and gold necklace and handed it to him.
Maxwell looked from the necklace to Wesley.
“Where did you get this?”
“He’s been diving every day for weeks, looking for the metal box on the sea floor. I thought the Pirate King retrieved it, but Wesley never lost faith. He found it this morning,” Magnus said, and raised his glass in salute. “Wesley and I have trained together for some time and continued these last months. After a hard training, we swam and he searched for the gems.”
“You lost the gems because of me. I had to find them.” He turned to Darla and handed her the oilskin pouch.
“I found this not far from the metal box. I know it is important to you.”
Maxwell hefted the necklace in his hand. He leaned over and spoke to Lord Ewan and Darla.
This was the first time in months he was near her since his audience with Lord Ewan in the Great Hall. There was so much he wanted to say. She stood next to her father, further from him than if she were in Ellenbeich and he in Dundhragon.
“Your debt to me is paid.” Maxwell’s statement was welcome, but Wesley was too startled to say a word.
“You will pay the next portion of your debt to another.” Lord Ewan made the remark and stared at him as if daring him to object.
He looked from Maxwell to Lord Ewan. Next portion? Pay to another? Who else did he owe?
“Lord Ewan, I understand I’m at your mercy, but I have done everything as ordered. In many cases, I’ve gone above and done more. If my debt is satisfied, then I will leave Dundhragon at once.” He couldn’t stand to be near Darla and watch as she married another.
“Silence,” Lord Ewan’s voice filled the small room. “You put yourself at my mercy and you will do as I command. Am I clear? Maxwell will give you your next instructions.”
He didn’t say anything. He didn’t trust himself. All the days and weeks he worked to demonstrate his remorse proved to be meaningless. How long did he need to serve? Where would he send him next? MacAlpin? To be at his mercy?
“Your deceitful behavior to me was terrible, but your false-hearted treatment of Darla, unforgivable.” Maxwell poked his chest with an index finger. “Your only path to redemption is spending the rest of your life proving to Darla that you love her, honoring her, as her husband. Each day you will tell her you love her. She is never to doubt your love. Ever.”
Confused, he stared at Maxwell as if the man was mad.
“Sir? Did I hear you correctly?”
“Darla has a unique dowry awarded to her from her Maxwell great-grandmother. Finding a suitor for her is not difficult. Finding one who wanted her for herself and not her dowry is another story. Worst of all, finding a suitor acceptable to her is impossible. For months, I presented candidate after candidate for her approval,” Lord Ewan said. “But none were acceptable until yesterday. You are the only one Darla is willing to marry.”
“But I thought the gentleman with Darla was her intended,” he said.
Maxwell shook his head. “My cousin from London brings news from England about Darla’s dowry. Her great-grandmother left Darla an estate in England, Glen Kirk. When she marries she must live there. It is strategically positioned near the Scottish border not far from our Scottish Maxwells.
“Prince Edward sent an invitation to the Lord and Lady of Glen Kirk to court. If no one arrives, there is growing concern that the estate will be forfeit to the English crown. In truth, you are the perfect suitor for Darla, which is paramount in my thinking, but you are also an excellent choice to rule Glen Kirk. And lastly, you are a friend of Prince Edward and his English court.”
He looked from one person to another. Each smiled and waited for his answer. At last, he glanced at Darla.
“If you prefer not to accept this arrangement,” Lord Ewan said.
He whipped his head around and faced his lordship. The man’s broad smile encouraged him. He returned his gaze to Darla. The rest of the room faded away leaving just the two of them.
“Yes, I accept.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I would accept without any dowry.”
“Come, everyone. Into the hall,” Keira said. Before she took her husband’s arm, she leaned toward Darla.
“Don’t linger too long.” She hugged Darla. “Come, everyone. Darla and Wesley have much to talk about.”
Keira gathered everyone and herded them out of the room.
He walked with her to the windowed alcove and looked at the sky ablaze with the colors of the sunset. She opened the pouch and took out a silver pendant with the green stone, placed it in her palm, and closed her fingers around the jeweled dragon.
“This is why the pouch was so important,” she said.
“I thought you kept your birth veil in this.” He waited patiently at her side.
“For months before you arrived in Ellenbeich, I reworked the silver dragon, a gift from my father. It had no life, no meaning. One morning I took it out of my pouch and I knew what needed to be done. I worked the piece, but I couldn’t complete it. Something was missing.
“The moment I touched the green stone you gave me, I knew the gem would always be yours. Yet, I was confused. Something compelled me to set it into the dragon.”
She opened her hand and he gasped. Streaks of red radiated out of the middle of the green stone that was set in the dragon’s heart.

“I GAVE THE stone to you.” She secured the pendant around his neck amid his protest then stood back to admire it. The stone seemed to warm to his skin. Yes, the stone was his.
“The stone was yours from the beginning and belongs to no one else. Together with the dragon it both binds and enhances its energy, strength, and life.”
“I told your father I traded for it. That wasn’t the truth. The stone was my father’s. A sparkling fascination he gave me as a boy.”
“The silver dragon was a gift from my father. See how our fathers have come together. Their friendship was always a strong one,” she said.
“Like our love.”
Her hand on his chest, Wesley’s heart pounded.
“I will treasure it always, but it is nothing compared to you. You are my jewel.”
Wesley brushed her lips with the pad of his thumb and she sighed.
With a gentle touch, she moved closer and let the curves of her body feel the hard planes of his. She turned her head toward him, hoping for a kiss. She didn’t wait long.
He leaned down and let his lips brush gently against hers, warm and soft before he pulled away. She mourned the loss of his lips then realized a lifetime of kisses stretched in front of them. The idea warmed her. She leaned into his tall frame and wrapped her arms around his neck.
“Kiss me again.”
He placed a light kiss on her lips.
Darla stretched up on her tiptoes and pressed against him to deepen the kiss. Although raw desire had assaulted her body when they had first kissed months ago on the cliffs in Ellenbeich, and again after the Sea Diamond sank, now his kiss was different. They were for each other.
The hair on her scalp and the back of her neck rose on end, and her skin was covered in gooseflesh. A warm tingle grew in places no maiden would admit.
Wesley’s hand held her face as he pressed his mouth more firmly on hers. She parted her lips as his tongue swept in to take what she willingly offered. A thrill of excitement swirled through her. She wanted more.
Wesley wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her off her feet. She tightened her hold on him and completely surrendered. Never before would she have dreamed of this. For months, she looked at him from afar, longing to hear his voice, feel his touch, afraid she lost him forever. Now, she couldn’t imagine her life without him.
In a few short months, he’d so entrenched himself in her heart and mind. She shuddered at the idea she almost lost him, married someone of her father and Lord Ewan’s choosing. Thank God she demanded a love match.
When she let out a low moan, Wesley roughly broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. She gazed at him, dazed. He had taken all her senses away. She forgot where she was and had only been living in his kiss.
“We must stop before it goes further,” Wesley whispered. “I don’t trust myself.”
He caressed the side of her face with his hand. She didn’t want him to stop. She hungered for him with an urgency she’d never felt before. Her cheeks were warm and her lips swollen. The very air around her seemed to pulsate with tension, the heat of it pushing them back into their passionate embrace. His mouth came back down to hers, hungry for more.
He laid kisses down her neck and delighted in her soft moans.
“We marry tomorrow.” She held her breath, concerned he would object.
“That isn’t soon enough.” He lifted his head. The passion in his eyes made her heart thump. The sensual smile that lit his face made her warm all over.
“We leave for London as husband and wife the following day with my parents’ blessing,” she said. He kissed her again.
“Darla,” her mother called from outside the door. “I can’t keep them much longer. Come. You’ll have all the time you want after tomorrow.”
He held her close while her heartbeat slowed, then stepped out of his arms. She straightened her dress, then turned to Wesley and smoothed his shirt.
“Ready?” he asked. Darla nodded and took his arm. They made their way to the door.
“I dreamt of you last night,” she said as they walked down the corridor to the hall.
“Sweet dreams, I hope,” he whispered in her ear.
“We have a good life ahead of us with three children that will worry us and make us proud.”
“Ah, a normal household.”
She peeked at his wide grin, glad he was happy, but she said nothing.
“Why so somber?” His strong hand covered hers. She remained silent.
He stopped, turned her toward him, and lifted her face with the crook of his finger. He stared deeply into her eyes for several heartbeats. His grim expression softened as if he gained a new understanding.
“Life is full of troubles. We will face whatever comes our way together. Always together.”
She sucked in a breath. He understood without her saying a word. Would he always be able to read her thoughts?
He released her chin and tucked her head against his chest. “Always together,” he declared.
With her finger, she traced the dragon she knew was hidden beneath his shirt.
“As a child, I had a secret dragon for my playmate, my confidant, my protector. We swam together and explored the waters at the foot of the castle. I thought it strange that the dragon I imagined had a heart that glowed. When I saw your tattoo, I was speechless.”
“Fynn and I drank too much one night in Inverlochy. We decided to throw our lot in with the pirates. Fynn said all pirates had tattoos. Later that evening after more drinking, we found ourselves in a gypsy’s room. The artist gave us no choice. He said tattoos came from within. He would give us the tattoo that belonged to each of us.”
“And you let him do what he wanted?”
“Neither one of us was in any condition to argue. In the morning, we both woke with our head hurting. Fynn had a sinking ship on his back and I had a dragon with this red heart on my chest. I confronted the man. He was very humble and thanked me for allowing him to give me the design. He had no idea why he included the red heart and said perhaps one day I would find its meaning.”
They continued the last few steps to the hall door.
“And did you find out why?” she asked.
His hand on the door, he turned to her.
“Since we met, I’ve had dreams of a swimming dragon with a glowing heart lighting my path, all the way to you,” She said.
He kissed her soundly and opened the door to a riotous celebration.

Three days later—Glesanda
“WE’LL HAVE TO tell Wesley,” Maxwell said to Lord Ewan as they walked the last few paces to the grave of their longtime friend, Collin Reynolds, a bottle of whiskey in Lord Ewan’s hand.
“That we plotted and planned to bring Fynn to justice and save him or that we plotted for him to marry Darla?” Lord Ewan took a drink from the bottle and handed it to Maxwell. “I suppose he should know it all.”
“Sometimes I blame myself for Collin’s death,” Maxwell said. “I should have done more when he came to us to give you his estate to hold for Wesley. If I had perhaps he’d still be alive.”
Lord Ewan put his arm around Maxwell’s shoulders. “Aye. There are times I feel the same regret. But in my heart of hearts I believe Collin was doomed when he left us. We both knew he couldn’t handle Fynn.”
“He was a man of strong principles. He promised his brother he’d see to the boy and he did.” Maxwell took a sip from the bottle.
The men went through the iron gate and stood beside Collins’ grave.
Lord Ewan knelt. “We hope you are at peace knowing your murderer has been brought to justice. Friend, all is safe as you requested. Your son will receive his inheritance when we visit him and Darla in several months.”
Lord Ewan took the bottle from Maxwell and sprinkled a bit on the grave.
“To Wesley and Darla. Standing next to Maxwell when the two married I thought I felt your presence. It was like old times.” Lord Ewan placed his hand on the grave. “Rest in peace.”
“And Collin, you and I had it right in plotting for Wesley and Darla to marry. They are well suited and very much in love. I wish you were here to see how happy they are. This was one of your better schemes, my friend. Besides, it makes us family, but then we were always close. Until we meet again, my brother,” Maxwell said.
After a moment of silence, Maxwell and Lord Ewan left the cemetery and made their way to the Sea Diamond. The sky was clear and the winds favorable as they set their course for home. The storm that hung over them for the last few months was over.
The End
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